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Foreword

Agnon’s Believer Who Does Not Know What to Believe In

IN MR. LUBLIN’S STORE, set in Leipzig during the First World War, is S.Y. Agnon’s last novel, never published as a whole during his lifetime. The first chapter was printed in the literary supplement of the Hebrew newspaper Ha’aretz in 1964 and further chapters appeared in other newspapers and literary journals in 1964 and 1966, but it was not until 1975, five years after his death, that it was published in its entirety. It is therefore a composite work, constructed of the published sections and others that remained in draft or manuscript form. Agnon clearly intended the parts to constitute a completed work of fiction but it was left to his daughter, Emuna Yaron, to construct the novel as a whole from the material she found in his archive, as drafts and notes, which she combined with the already published material.

Shmuel Yosef Czaczkes, Agnon’s original name, was born in Buczacz, Galicia (in today’s western Ukraine), in 1888. He immigrated to Jaffa in 1908, but spent 1912 to 1924 in Germany, living first in Berlin and then moving to Leipzig in 1917 where he spent much of that year. “I have already been living in Leipzig for four months. I have ration cards and everything else is going well. Living in Leipzig is pleasant. It doesn’t impose much on its citizens and even a person like me finds his way around.” So writes Agnon’s narrator in In Mr. Lublin’s Store, echoing Agnon’s own comment in a letter to Salman Schocken in 1917: “I like Leipzig very much.”1 In 1924 he returned to Jerusalem, where he remained until his death in 1970.

Despite the difficulties Agnon endured in attempting to find lodgings and work after his arrival in Berlin in 1912 and throughout the war years, he did not neglect his literary activities, writing, revising and publishing his work. However, none of the works written between 1914 and 1918 dealt either with the war or with his life in Germany, his attitude to German Jewry and Germans in general or, indeed, with the Land of Israel. His literary preoccupation during the war years, as it had been for some years previously, was the life and culture of Eastern European Jewry, the life he had permanently left behind.

It was only much later, from the 1950s, that he turned his attention to Germany, to write this valediction to pre-war German Jewish life. Two major novels, To This Day and In Mr. Lublin’s Store, and a handful of short stories resulted from his stay in wartime Germany. In Mr. Lublin’s Store, the most European of his novels, deals not only with the German Jewish communities but also with Germany, its history, its people and, of course, the war.

The novel is composed of narrative, anecdotes, extraordinarily detailed personal histories, encounters and long conversations. The framing story is very simple: the narrator, whose name is referred to once in the novel as “Agnon,” has moved from Jerusalem to Berlin and from there to Leipzig. On his way one Sabbath eve to buy what he requires for his Sabbath meals he runs into his friend Mr. Lublin, who is the wealthy proprietor of a mail-order company. Mr. Lublin has an urgent appointment and has no one to mind his office. On a realistic level this in itself is doubtful because Mr. Lublin, a successful entrepreneur, is unlikely to run his enterprise on his own, or even with his two rather simple assistants, but in this way the often fantastic, expressionist, even magic realist, nature of the story is set from the beginning. The narrator agrees to sit in the store until Mr. Lublin returns.

While in the store the narrator has nothing to do. There are no books or magazines, the telephone has been disconnected, and Mr. Lublin has taken the newspapers with him. The narrator is confined to sitting within four walls, so all he can do is allow his imagination to range far beyond them, without boundaries of time and space. He reflects on his life and the people he has encountered in the past, in Germany and in Galicia, his birthplace. The American novelist Herman Wouk wrote that Agnon once admonished him, “We are storytellers. Pictures, pictures! No thoughts!”2 Agnon has obeyed his own injunction in this novel: the narrator’s memories are presented in a series of vivid scenes and pictures of places and people. In fact, throughout the novel Agnon emphasizes synonyms for seeing, watching, looking and observing. Through these pictorial memories we receive a very rich account of the narrator’s life in Germany during the First World War, of the German Jewish communities before and during the war, Leipzig, where the narrator lives, his friends and acquaintances and, in particular, all the pressures of wartime. He also devotes much of his reflection to his Galician hometown which he does not name, although it is clearly assumed to be Buczacz.

Because of the fragmentary nature of the text there is no continuous, coherent narrative, although certain consistent themes help to presume Agnon’s intentions, and the book’s separate sections are bound together by an inner logic, however disparate they may seem to be. Like a musical rondo, the narrative regularly returns to the theme of Mr. Lublin’s store, which is a central and consistent unifying element. In any case, even as a whole the novel would have retained its episodic nature, as indicated by each of its component parts.

The narrator recreates a world in memory: from the distant past to the present, through authentic historical events in a modern European metropolis, to fantastical happenings, dreams and strange meetings, coincidences and adventures. For example, a beautiful woman is swept away by a cavalryman on horseback, a husband advises his wife from the grave, an ancient rabbi suddenly appears to a grief-stricken mother, and three medieval horsemen magically transport the narrator to France to meet a medieval king. Through the interweaving of autobiographical and historical fact into these less realistic elements, we can assume that to a certain extent it is Agnon himself, or some type of autobiographical projection of the author, who is sitting in Mr. Lublin’s store. His mind is the store and his memories are like the catalog he finds there but rather more willy-nilly, disorganized, as memories are. All this is interlaced with biblical and rabbinic references, Jewish legend and folklore, all evidence of Agnon’s enormous erudition.

To begin with, the narrator reflects on his present environment, Mr. Lublin’s compound on Böttcher Street in an historic area of Leipzig, the Brühl, known for its shops and markets. This area houses four old craftsmen’s workshops belonging to a quartet of non-Jewish artisans all of them incredibly ancient and representative of the local culture of the past. This section of the story is the consolidation of the narrator’s observations about the German world, reflected mainly through these four characters. Mr. Lublin’s warehouse, set in the same compound, stocks varieties of household goods. His own store and the others are unchanged from the time they were built centuries previously. The narrator commends Mr. Lublin for preserving the shops’ ancient character while throughout the city buildings are being knocked down and rebuilt to modern tastes.

The workshops belong to Götz Weigel, a knife sharpener, Jakob Weinwurzel, a beltmaker, Adam Isba, a puppeteer, and Joachim Hermann Witzelrode, an antique dealer who rarely bothers to open his shop. The narrator recounts the lives of all those artisan-shopkeepers, almost as old as their workshops, their lives filled with color and adventure, suffering and struggle. He tells not only their stories but those of all their families, including their ancestors, wives, lovers and children. They represent Agnon’s rather nostalgic portrayal of the world of unadaptability to modern life. As the scholar Dan Miron writes, they are the remnants of the German Middle Ages, the guild culture, trained by generations of artisans, in the tradition of Richard Wagner’s Der Meistersinger von Nürnberg.3 Their stories form the core of the book, and reflect Agnon’s intention to use these storekeepers as emblems of a Germany that has long since disappeared, where once craftsmen created objects of great beauty before the factories came along and, like the builders of modern Leipzig, wiped out the traces of the past.

None of these craftsmen are Jews. Jews had lived in Leipzig since the 14th century but following outbreaks of anti-Semitism they were persecuted and expelled. In the 17th century the first Jew was given the right of residence in the city, but Jews had been allowed to attend the annual trade fairs for some years previously. Later, the most significant immigration to Leipzig from Eastern Europe was from the cities of Brody and Breslau, which Agnon mentions in the novel. According to the narrator, Leipzig’s Jews originated in Galicia, Hungary, Romania and Bohemia. The encounter between the Orthodox Ostjuden (Eastern European Jews) and the established German Jews, many of whom were assimilated and ideologically attuned to German culture, was not always free of tension. In the Jewish sector of the city the narrator meets ĥasidic Jews who have retained their ancient customs, worship and garb. Their antithesis, tall, blond, blue-eyed Mr. Arno (né Aaron) Lublin, considered by some scholars to carry a hint of Agnon’s patron, the businessman and publisher Salman Schocken, represents the assimilated, acculturated Jews, also the economic prosperity and social integration that many German Jews enjoyed before the war. Lublin is “self-made,” his wife is Germanborn and they have given their children German names, Heinz, Thomas and Gerda. Lublin is a philanthropist, admired by the city leaders. In keeping with her status Mrs. Nora Lublin works for the war effort, she organizes events for army officers, soup kitchens and soldiers’ clubs and she supports the arts and theater.

Agnon presents Lublin as a perfect representative of the historical cooperation between Jews and Germans. Lublin is impeccably honest, well-liked and respected. Through his official contacts he has paved the way for the narrator to live in Leipzig during wartime, when rights of residence for foreigners were severely restricted. Above all, Lublin seems to have completely rejected his Galician origin. The harrowing story of his childhood is told in detail, the classic, almost Dickensian tale of a starving urchin making good. Yet Mr. Lublin still has some rough edges: he is not particularly well-educated or interested in intellectual pursuits. He tells the narrator that he is not a theatergoer and that he reads nothing but newspapers, and if he reads a book he does so to please his wife. He is a self-contained man who is not easily fooled. He is unfailingly considerate to his workers and to the deeply Orthodox narrator who struggles with his admiration of him, an ex-Galician secular, assimilated Jew. He says,

I had meant to defend Mr. Lublin for not bothering to visit our town, for not having been there since he had left, for we knew that he had run away at age eleven because of his father and he never again showed his face in our town. In the end I told the stories of all the others who had done the same thing…

At the opposite pole stand two figures, both the antitheses of Mr. Lublin: the learned and rigidly prescriptive but sincere Rabbi Jonathan whom the narrator has followed from Berlin to Leipzig in the hope of studying Talmud with him, and Mr. Jacob Stern, an old mentor from their native Galician town. Rabbi Jonathan, thought to be a reference to Rabbi David Feldmann, who was appointed as a rabbi in Leipzig in 1910, is caught between the letter and spirit of the law, and has no choice but to render difficult decisions with potentially tragic consequences. Somehow the narrator does not manage to ever “run through the Gemara” with the rabbi, and one wonders whether his obsessive desire to do so stems rather more from form than substance. Yet it is the rabbi, rather than the narrator, who provides the impediment to their study for a variety of reasons mainly to do with his communal responsibilities, especially those imposed in wartime.

The narrator is kinder to Rabbi Jonathan than to other representatives of Orthodoxy, particularly ĥasidic groups: he pits the various scholarly and pious Jews against each other as they vie for greater devoutness, each described with an edge of irony. Some of them condemn Berish Salzmann, a naively pious Jew, a ĥasid, who, through need of a living, keeps his café open on the Sabbath, having “sold” it for the day to a gentile. With quite scorching irony the narrator describes Berish’s ĥasidic rebbe who boasts that he offers up so many prayers that the angels are unable to carry them all to God. He claims to have prayed with all his heart for the safe homecoming of Berish’s son from the war, but dozes off while consoling Berish and in any case he is unable to remember the boy’s correct name.

Mr. Stern does not represent Jewish observance, but the essence of cohesive Jewish life in the rather idealized, almost mythical, framework of the Galician Jewish town. He suddenly appears in Mr. Lublin’s store shortly after the narrator, still sitting alone, had been imagining that he was walking through the streets of his hometown, discussing the events of the day. (The town is never named, but is clearly modeled on Buczacz.) Mr. Stern appears almost as a personification of the town. He and the narrator had been friends in their town which happens to be Mr. Lublin’s as well. Mr. Stern, whose family had lived there for generations, was devoted to the town and its inhabitants, customs and history. He had been the narrator’s mentor, a man of many parts, great knowledge and intellect and also wealthy and prominent. Lublin, on the other hand, clearly hates the old world and could not wait to shake the dust of his town off his feet, a phrase that occurs frequently in the final chapter, in contrast to Stern, whose feet resist the very attempt to cross the city limits.

Lublin is new, youthful and modern. Stern, on the other hand is wordless, tired stooped, with skin the color of clay, looking as if he had undergone a long journey. The one is alive, the other, dead, perhaps dead long before his visit to the narrator. With Lublin the narrator has a dialogue—with Stern there is only the narrator’s monologue.

The narrator is suspended between these two poles of Jewishness in Leipzig, a man who tries to uphold his observance and scholarship, attempting to study with the rabbi but is thwarted, or thwarts himself at every turn. Instead of pursuing Torah and Talmud, he has to earn a living working as a bibliographer in a large bookstore. His own ambivalence is signaled by the fact that he enters Mr. Lublin’s store on the eve of the Sabbath. Instead of eating the prescribed Sabbath meal, he goes hungry. This is not only a matter of his discomfort but also sinful, for Jewish law demands that every Jew eat three meals during the Sabbath. Also, that Friday is the anniversary of the death of the narrator’s much admired rabbinic and intellectual master, Maimonides. Normally on such a day he would peruse Maimonides’ books, but on this day he has nothing at all to read. He is divested of his codes of Jewishness by his own choice. In a brief statement that seems to tilt the balance away from Rabbi Jonathan and Talmud study, the narrator wonders, significantly, why he has become “closer to [Mr. Lublin] than to anyone else in Leipzig.”

The real identity of Mr. Stern is difficult to determine. Scholars have suggested that he is the narrator’s alter ego, or that he is a symbol of the narrator’s guilt for having left both the Land of Israel and the town he loved, that he and Mr. Stern are both dead and sitting in a tomb, that Mr. Stern is his judge, and in a way, his nemesis. Perhaps Mr. Stern is more like a psychiatrist listening to a patient’s long confession. He seems to wither and wane as he sits silently opposite the narrator. It may be that Stern is the narrator’s conscience for his waning love of his town as time passes and other places claim his affection. Stern does not speak, his silence becoming increasingly oppressive to the narrator who desperately tries to arouse his interest and draw out some words. But there is no dialogue with Mr. Stern. It is as if the narrator is making a frantic effort to hold on to the memory of his town by summoning its stories, characters and events while Stern and the town fade away.

One of the central themes of the book is, therefore, the town itself, “one of the few towns that still existed in the world of the Holy One blessed be He.” The narrator, like Agnon himself, left the town to live in the Land of Israel, but then moved from Jerusalem to Germany. Because of the war he was trapped in Germany but in fact, Agnon remained in Germany six years after the war had ended. The narrator is filled not only with guilt but with longing—not for the Land of Israel, as would be expected, but for his town. In fact, the entire story seems to be the narrator’s confession not to Mr. Stern or Mr. Lublin (on the contrary, the latter confesses to him) but to the town itself. “Our town” is the repository of all that was positive in the narrator’s early life, the cohesion and devotedness of Jewish life, himself as a Torah student, scholarship, even the physical diversion in Buczacz’s Strypa River. According to the narrator, the war has ended “our town,” and brought about the end of the culture of the alte heim, perhaps symbolized by the death of Mr. Stern. In fact, the disintegration had begun some three decades earlier but the war provided the coup de grâce for the established cohesiveness of the Eastern European Jewish communities.

However, in hindsight, it seems that Agnon’s view of “our town” is somewhat over-idealistic. This idyllic picture of Jewish devotion to scholarship and custom on the one hand, and swimming in the Strypa and taking long walks in the country, on the other, may be a little too glorified by memory. Agnon was not unaware of the hardship of old world life for the majority of the Jews, their extreme poverty, actual persecution and the constant fear of it. Modern Leipzig is portrayed with more geographic accuracy than the old town, which appears as a hazy, dreamlike entity. Nevertheless the last chapter of the novel is a valediction to this lost Jewish heimat in Eastern Europe.

Across all these factors, all the characters in the present and the past, their faith and lack of it, their industriousness, creativity, goodness and venality, wealth and poverty, cuts the Great War. It is another of the central characters in the novel, influencing every aspect of the peoples’ lives, their livelihood, their families, even their religious observance. Agnon had already written a novel set in wartime Germany To This Day (Ad Henah, 1952). It took place in Berlin and like in In Mr. Lublin’s Store the war provided a graphic background to the narrator’s life and encounters. Both these novels provide an abundant picture of Germany in the terrible second decade of the 20th century. Indeed, the two novels are in dialogue with each other, and it is clear that they share the same narrator.

In both novels the people are affected by lack of food, by fear, by the constant anxiety about sons and husbands in battle, rather than by suffering a military onslaught, bombing or invasion. The narrator constantly refers to the fate of the Eastern European Jewish communities who were displaced in their millions from their villages and towns. The war can therefore be read in a number of different ways: as both the actual historical event and also, in some instances, as the metaphorical axis around which Agnon’s musings about German-Jewish history, and himself as an exile, revolve.

The time of the war represents the end of one of the most significant periods in German Jewish history after which Germany became a tablet upon which anything could—and would—be written. It may be that by focusing on the first war Agnon is foreseeing the second. While the narrator is sitting in Mr. Lublin’s store events of the 20th century pass before his eyes and he sees the historical processes that, to our post-Holocaust sensibilities, could account, at least in part, for the Holocaust. Furthermore, the war symbolizes the final mutuality of the two cultures, the German and the German-Jewish.

The war permeates every section of the novel. Young men are killed, maimed and disabled in mind and body. Ostensibly the war has prevented the narrator from studying the Talmud, it interferes with his study of Judaism and it is therefore a negative force in his quest for spiritual self-realization. It undermines the foundations of faith and of God’s law. It distorts society, filling it with the bereaved and with women who have abandoned domesticity for the workplace. The narrator repeatedly tells the terrible, heartbreaking story of the Salzmanns’ dead son. Mrs. Salzmann, the café-owner’s wife, represents all the parents whose sons have been killed on the battlefield. Her dignified agony is among the most moving parts of the book and she is one of Agnon’s most rounded characters. Even Mr. Lublin does not escape the effects of the war: his son is a prisoner-of-war who manages to contact his parents through the Red Cross. While the narrator has little compassion for anyone, except perhaps the Salzmanns who have lost their son, his compassion for the soldiers is unmistakable. He is scathing about anyone who supports the war, including the Jews, about patriotism, even his friend the composer Gerti Hinning’s uplifting war songs, he derides the young women’s admiration of men in uniform, and he reserves equal scorn for a civilian playwright who appears onstage in military dress. He disapproves of women who see their men go to war and then take their jobs.

Agnon puts his often expressed detestation of the war into the mouths of his characters, the knife sharpener, for example.

The sharpener held out the knife and Rabbi Jonathan examined it. He paid him and said, “It is sharp and smooth.” The sharpener replied, “The war’s teeth are sharper. I would be surprised if its teeth did not grow larger through overeating.”

The narrator is angry that it takes a gentile to express these sentiments while the Jews throw themselves wholeheartedly into the war. “They all utter a single phrase and one word, to volunteer for the war in body and pocket for the sake of truth and justice.”

Agnon describes, with historical precision, the effects of the war on the society and particularly on the individual. It is foregrounded in all its horror and chaos, a thread in the fabric of the narrator’s life. Based on Agnon’s own experience, the narrator describes aspects of civilian life, such his having to present himself regularly at the police station, as a foreign national, hunger and the harshness of rationing, the inedible food, the army wives’ pay, the widows who are forbidden to wear mourning for reasons of general morale. Many of the Jews have arrived in Leipzig due to the barbarity of the Czar’s anti-Jewish measures that have destroyed their homes and communities. Even Mr. Stern is displaced because of the war, leading to the catastrophe of his death in a foreign land.

Yet not everything in the book is grim. Agnon laces his narrative with irony, humor and even some comedy, such as the tragicomic story of a goose. He tells the stories of various rabbis, marriage brokers, agents, tradespeople, theater folk, parents and children who populated the Eastern European Jewish world and a good deal of Yiddish literature. The narrator shows no mercy for very sanctimonious Jews, even rabbis. His humor is wry, cynical and appears frequently in plays on words in Hebrew which, unfortunately, can’t be conveyed in translation.

Women are not spared. The narrator, who tells us that he is 27 years old, is somewhat passive in the company of women, and generally disparaging about them in the abstract. He mentions more than once, with a certain disapproval, that women have taken over the essential work during wartime while their men are serving and “when they take up the men’s work they assume an angry expression, a mistake they make because they think that an angry face is a sign of manliness.” Nonetheless, women are drawn to him and pursue him and one of them even jealously complains when he appears to favor another one over her. Yet he does not have a genuine relationship with any of them; on the contrary, he tries to avoid them. Despite the narrator’s apparent denigration of womankind as a whole, the individual women in In Mr. Lublin’s Store— Jewish and gentile—have unique talents and without exception they are strong and independent, even those without education such as a fruitseller and the wife of a soldier who runs her own dairy business. Gerti Hinnings is a poet and intellectual who works for a living, Lisa Lotte Lemke is a sports champion, Mrs. Salzmann runs a café, Mrs. Lublin has founded an officers’ club, Friederika Lemke the ex-stage star is smart enough to get the better of her director, and even stringently religious Regina Honig helps her father keep the books in his business. The narrator seems to be both repelled and fascinated by them.

The narrative of In Mr. Lublin’s Store is interspersed with dreams, the narrator’s and those of others. Agnon has intentionally placed the dreams throughout the text, to provide a certain revelatory psychological subtext to the story. For example, the narrator’s dream that his suitcase is too torn for him to pack his possessions and return home becomes reality the following day. His need to have the suitcase repaired is a reason—one among many—to delay his departure from Germany.

Three major dreams, the beltmaker’s messianic vision of a kind of Eden, the narrator’s about his magical visit to Charlemagne, and later, a dream about his father, provide the subtexts of one of the major preoccupations of the book, the narrator’s apparent defection from religious fidelity. One of the most significant encounters in the novel is between him and Jakob Weinwurzel, one of the shopkeepers, a devout Christian, whose paradigm for living is the Bible and whose models are biblical figures, all drawn from the Hebrew Bible. A scene in which Weinwurzel describes his dream is one of the core pieces in the novel and a key to understanding its central sensibility. A man of simple and honest piety, Weinwurzel reveres the narrator for knowing Hebrew, the language of Scripture, and for being able to write it. He dreams of a messianic figure that he identifies with the narrator due to his knowledge of the Bible. This notion of the miracle of speaking and writing the Holy Tongue recurs in the narrator’s dream about Charlemagne who also requires someone who is adept at Hebrew speech and writing. The narrator’s mocking rejection of Weinwurzel’s dream, and his own dream of Charlemagne seem to express his conscience, the Jew who is, according to Weinwurzel, “a believer who does not know what to believe in.”

One would imagine that the narrator would appreciate the naïve piety of Weinwurzel, the dedicated Christian who sees Judaism as the true faith, but he derides and then abandons him. His callousness may stem from the fact that he, the sophisticate, the Torah scholar, is unable to enjoy the simple faith of a simple man, and that the simple man is actually indicating the way to faith, or perhaps (although this is never suggested in the book) this uncomplicated faith, which requires only the Bible for substantiation, is an indictment of the narrator’s own conflict between absolute devotion and something less. The real problem, however, is signaled by the emphasis on writing in these scenes. The narrator, with rather coy humility, says “I am something of a writer,” his self-reflexive evaluation. On another occasion he says that he merely recounts facets of the human condition for which only God knows the cause. Agnon—and his narrator—indeed writes in the Holy Tongue but rather than a metaphorical scribe creating scrolls he is writing fiction, stories that have no basis in the sacred texts. He is not performing a service to God, but to art.

The condition of many of Agnon’s protagonists in other works is to yearn for fidelity to traditional Jewish life with its embodied holiness, but to suffer from a kind of inertia. What they seek is conviction, not spirituality, perhaps not even faith, but a rootedness in the framework of Jewish knowledge, practice and tradition, of Jewishness rather than Judaism, to counter the destructiveness of modern urban life, a leading challenge to Jewish traditional values. In the novel’s technological world the telephone interferes with a man’s rest and tranquility, the theater offers its audiences licentiousness, submarines, representing all the technology of warfare, lurk under the sea, and newspapers replace the biblical text. Despite all his efforts to engage Rabbi Jonathan, to study Talmud, to recall the sages of many generations, the narrator does not find the reconciliation he is seeking between the old world and the new, Torah and literature, Leipzig and Jerusalem, Rabbi Jonathan and Mr. Lublin’s store.

While generally in the novel the relationships between the Jews and Christians are comfortable and sometimes even affectionate, the narrator occasionally utters less than positive remarks about the gentiles, often couched in the language of tradition. Anti-Semitism and oppression, while never explicitly discussed in the context of the story, are rarely deep below the surface. The Galician Jews in Leipzig have endured displacement and exile, not only as war victims but specifically as Jews, the narrator mentions figures in the history of anti-Jewish persecution, such as the vicious Jew-hater Bogdan Khmielnitski, together with a collection of lesser known anti-Semitic figures. A character mentions Mendel Beilis, the victim of a blood libel, a scene in the novel depicts the spread of a slanderous anti-Jewish rumor and in another episode a poor Jewish woman is abused by a gentile neighbor who lets pigs into her garden—until she is rescued by a gentile judge.

The novel is, then, about the war, about the relationship between the German and Jewish populations, about Leipzig and its culture, including theater and music, about Jewish culture and religion, about numerous individuals both real and fictional, and it is also about the narrator himself, the lapsed Torah scholar. He deeply admires Nora Lublin, he admits that he is fond of Mr. Lublin, he is flattered by Lublin’s friendship and perhaps after all there is more of Lublin in him than he cares to acknowledge. He spends his days working in a bookstore rather than studying, visiting friends in Leipzig, welcoming young women to his room, strolling through the city and sitting in its cafés. He goes with Lublin to the theater, followed by a good meal in a restaurant. He is inordinately grateful to be allowed to remain in Leipzig and rarely mentions his years spent in the Holy Land, nor barely refers to thoughts of return. Yet his inner life, the one that predominates in Mr. Lublin’s store, is perhaps, contrarily, more real that his authentic existence in modern Leipzig.

Generally the novel’s characters, anecdotes and scenes collate to form an intelligible picture of a vibrant society that lingered for a while after the First World War and was annihilated by the Second. Agnon, writing after the Holocaust, looks back to a few generations of German Jews and non-Jews who lived together in comparative harmony while on the very brink of disaster. With the war came modernity and the sweeping away of all the old traditions, including the tradition of Jewish-German cooperation.

Glenda Abramson
Oxford, April 2016

NOTES

1 Letter of February 20, 1917 in S.Y. Agnon – S.Z. Schocken: Ĥilufey Igrot [Letters] (Schocken, 2003), Letter #31, p. 42.

2 Herman Wouk, “Agnon in Jerusalem: A Reminiscence and a Teaching,” Bar Ilan University: Distinguished Rennert Lectures (1998), p. 4; see also his The Language God Talks (Little, Brown & Co., 2010), epigraph and p. 119.

3 Dan Miron, “German Jews in Agnon’s Work,” Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook 23:1 (1978), p. 275.
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Old Courtyard off of Böttchergässchen (Böttcher Street), Leipzig, containing a warren of offices, warehouses, and workshops, presumably the model for the setting of Mr. Lublin’s store, after 1928 (courtesy of Stadtgeschichtliches Museum, Leipzig).
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The Leipzig Fregehaus (18c. Baroque-style merchant house) as seen looking down Böttchergässchen, with two print-workers standing in archway, c. 1938 (courtesy of Stadtgeschichtliches Museum, Leipzig).


In Mr. Lublin’s Store

A YOUNG TORAH SCHOLAR undertook to stay awake for a thousand nights studying Torah. He was put to the test at many steps along the way and withstood temptation at each turn. He did not allow himself to fall asleep or to stop discussing Torah. At the end of the thousandth night Yefafiyeh, the Prince of Torah, appeared to him and said, “Your nights have brought joy to Heaven, therefore ask and you shall be given.” He said to him, “Your Glorious Reverence, what I have learned in the thousand nights is sufficient payment for me and I ask for nothing more.” The Prince of Torah said to him, “Since you have understood the greatness of Torah and ask for nothing in return, Heaven is awarding you all the interpretations made by every scholar from the day the Israelites stood at Sinai until now, so that if you call to mind a single verse of the law or a letter of that which you studied during the thousand nights, all the new interpretations that have branched out from these will appear to you.” The blessing of the Prince of Torah came true and from that time every single word of the Torah the student remembered was supplemented by all the new insights and interpretations of those insights that branched out from that single word.

What happened to that great scholar of Torah happened to one of the minor Torah students, not as a result of Torah study but through an act of kindness. One Sabbath eve I visited the store of my benefactor in Leipzig. He had to go somewhere and had no one to mind his store. I undertook to sit there until his return. Hours passed and he didn’t return. I didn’t leave but sat deep in thought and reflection. From then on, if I remembered any of those thoughts and reflections I also remembered all the things that branched out from them. To ease the burden I wrote all of them down in the book I now offer you, which I have named after the place where I spent those hours.


Chapter One
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This Sabbath eve I went to the market to buy food for the Sabbath and to visit the bathhouse as I usually do every Sabbath eve. On my way I visited Mr. Lublin’s store. It so happened that Mr. Lublin had to go away on business and he didn’t have anyone to look after the store, and stores are not usually closed in the middle of the day. I said to him, “I’ll sit in the store until you return.” Mr. Lublin left me in the store and went off on his business.

A short while after he had left he returned, took the newspapers and disconnected the telephone to prevent my being disturbed by callers, because in any case I had nothing to say to them. When he left he said, “I’ll be back soon. I won’t be long, but if I am delayed, take my cane and go into the yard and tap on Lemke’s window and tell him to come in and take your place in the store. Here are the newspapers for you to read. But where are they? They seem to have vanished. Disappeared from my very hand! In that case, you’re relieved of having to waste your time on them.”

I remained alone in Mr. Lublin’s store.

Mr. Lublin’s store is not the same as other stores, it is a company, and because it is set among all the old workshops in the old market in Böttcher Street that date from long ago when workshops were called stores, it is also called a store. Even though his business is substantial, all the work is done by the owner himself. He orders the stock, he responds to the customers either by telegram or telephone or by the letters he writes in his charming handwriting, which has a touch of Gothic in it, because when he was a schoolboy everyone in Germany wrote German in the Gothic script. He took pride in his writing because he had learned to do it when he was poor and scrimping for bread.

Copying letters and filing them, putting stamps on them and taking them to the post office, accounting and retrieving the merchandise from the customs house and from the train station, all this was done by Lemke, Christian Liebbrecht Gotthold Firchtgut Lemke, of the Lemke family who were pastors in the small villages of Thuringia.

In addition to Lemke there is Schwanke who oversees the warehouse, opens the doors of the store, washes the floor, tidies the utensils and empties the waste basket, apart from a few other tasks that he has taken upon himself, like sharpening the pencils, changing the nibs of the pens and the blotting paper, filling the inkwell and rinsing the glasses from which Mr. Lublin drinks cognac, because Mr. Lublin, on the advice of his doctor, usually drinks a small glass of cognac twice a day to strengthen his heart.

In the mornings when Mr. Lublin comes into his store at five minutes past eight Schwanke greets him with “Good morning, sir,” and takes his briefcase and his cane from him, stands the cane in the corner, places the briefcase on the table and opens it in front of Mr. Lublin, then goes to do his work in the warehouse, and does not show himself in the shop unless Mr. Lublin has told Lemke to call him. Lemke doesn’t appear unless he is called. The municipal street sweepers are responsible for sweeping the courtyard and removing the garbage. Before going into the warehouse Schwanke inspects the yard and counts the empty crates standing there, how many are left and how many have been stolen, and he glances at the four shopkeepers in the yard so that they should know that there is a watchful eye on them and if they steal a crate Schwanke will notice. If he has a reason, he picks a quarrel with the shopkeepers, if he has no reason he smoothes his moustache and growls as he enters the warehouse to begin his work. He wipes down the items that have been selected to be sent away and then turns to the shelves, moving an object here and there to reduce the gap left by those that have been taken away, for an empty warehouse is not attractive. Actually Mr. Lublin will never leave the warehouse empty for three days at a time and every space left bare by an object’s removal is refilled. Schwanke does not rely on the arrival of the trains to bring new merchandise, and even if they do it may not suffice to replace that which has gone, because most of it is grabbed before reaching its owners.

These objects we have mentioned are cooking utensils, frying pans, baking dishes and cutlery and crockery, all the products used in the kitchen and dining room. Also, house cleaning tools and the woven baskets the housemaids take to the market. Even in these times when all good merchandise has disappeared from the marketplace Mr. Lublin’s loyal clients find it at Mr. Lublin’s at a reasonable price. Mr. Lublin is connected to the well-managed, trustworthy factories that remain constant without changing their systems, providing merchandise for their loyal customers. In the same way Mr. Lublin’s customers always find what they used to find in his store before the war. Some businesses drive their usual customers away because of the suppliers who seize goods at any price and hide them until they are sold out in the shops and then they become worth their weight in gold. Mr. Lublin keeps away from people like that.

Mr. Lublin has lived in the city for almost forty years. He spent the good and bad days of his youth there, and now he makes an honorable living. He expanded his business with the help of the dowry his wife Nora, daughter of the Nachhut family, brought him. The factories and banks, which were aware of his business dealings and knew of his wife’s family, trusted him. It didn’t matter much to them that he was only a Jew from Galicia, like the Galician butter and egg merchants whose produce comes from there. Mr. Lublin is different from them, as he is from the fabric merchants, the descendants of the ones who came from Brody whose fathers and forefathers brought wealth and talent from their countries, and whose great elegance not everyone can appreciate. He also differs from the furriers who have taken over the fur district around Brühl Street. His store does not open onto the public thoroughfare and no one passes by the store. It is hidden and concealed in the old market between the old shops in Böttcher Street which were supposed to have been hidden out of sight for a long time until they could be replaced by large buildings, like the rest of the old buildings that were screened from sight and built over either in the old style or a new one. One of them is the enclosure that houses Mr. Lublin’s company, whose style is preserved as it was ten generations or more ago, unlike other buildings in Leipzig, all of which are new, for there is no building more than forty or fifty years old. Many buildings in Leipzig that seem to be as old as those you have seen in pictures are only built to look like them.
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Since I am sitting alone in Mr. Lublin’s store without newspapers or anything else that can divert the mind I’ll think about Mr. Lublin’s business, that is, his store, or better still, the building. I have already said something about his merchandise. From now on I’ll tell you a little about the business itself, how it works and how Mr. Lublin came to decide on its location.

This is how it came about. Shortly after Mr. Lublin had left old Mr. Nachhut’s business and founded his own company he rented a place in Jacob Street which is near Ranstädter Stein Way. Nowadays Mr. Lublin arrives at his office at five past eight but in those days he didn’t look at the time. At night, just as during the day, he concentrated on his work and lived at his workplace, his bed was there and it was there that he would cook his light meal on a gas ring. As his company grew he rented an apartment above his office and moved his bed into it.

This was before he married Nora, the Nachhut family’s daughter. After he married Nora they altered their apartment to make it suitable for what they needed.

I am not so familiar with the process of trade, particularly in a big city like Leipzig with its many firms. From the little I learned from observing Mr. Lublin’s business I believe I am not too far from the truth.

Mr. Lublin’s business was somewhat innovative and since everything was done through letters, telegrams and the telephone, the seller didn’t see the buyer or vice versa. Apart from the postman, and the person who delivered the telegrams, and Schwanke the storeman and another little clerk, no one was to be seen there. At first Mr. Lublin would acquire his merchandise from Nachhut. Gradually he began to get it from the place where Mr. Nachhut himself purchased it. Like any young man who is intent on learning new things, he contacted new factories that the House of Nachhut didn’t know existed. His wife’s relatives, who had cornered most of the market in household goods, didn’t regard him as a competitor because Mr. Lublin’s company was different from theirs. They didn’t compete with him even though they were aware of his success, for as heads of established businesses they didn’t deviate from their predecessors’ conduct.

From the time of his marriage to Nora, Nachhut’s daughter, he made his home in the same building as his company. It was there that two sons and a daughter were born.

For many years Mr. Lublin had wanted to move his business from Jacob Street which is near the Ranstädter Gate to somewhere else, not because he regarded it as shameful or because his wife wanted to live in the more genteel areas of the city but because of lack of space once his business had grown and the place became too small, and also because he wanted to separate his business from his home since they were both in the same building. His office was below and his apartment on top.

He began to view many places but found nothing. Other people had taken the good places and the places that were left were not any good.

He heard that that the city council was selling the old shops in the old market in Böttcher Street and a buyer who had bought them almost for nothing was about to demolish them and build a four-story office building in their place. Mr. Lublin said, “This kind of thing appeals to me. I’ll find office space for myself in those shops and a spacious area for my merchandise.” A few days later he heard that the purchaser lacked the means to build or to tear down and the purchase funding was not his, and whether or not he was paying compound interest he was certainly paying some interest. A few days later Mr. Lublin heard that the purchaser wanted to be free of the entire transaction even if he lost money.

Mr. Lublin examined his ledgers, did his calculations and considered the value of the merchandise in his business and tried to find out whether the factory owners would allow him to pay off his debts in installments. They all answered him immediately and a few of them even offered to lend him money. He bought the shops and the yard from the purchaser. He didn’t borrow from his wife’s relatives. From the time of his marriage into the family he was careful not to have to borrow from them and if he bought merchandise from them he tried to pay them in cash.

Mr. Lublin didn’t tear down or build anything. Everything that was meant to survive survived and he vacated all the damaged buildings. He chose three out of the seven self-contained shops and joined them together without changing their style, which was the same as it had been ten generations ago. He did put in electric lighting in the shop and in the cellar which runs the length of the yard.

From the time of Germany’s victory over France Leipzig had become used to seeing old buildings demolished and new ones built. Even if some of them were built in the old style the city continues to change. Its former beauty is nowhere to be seen and very little remains of those buildings that made Leipzig into a unified harmony. Mr. Lublin didn’t demolish the old or build anything new, he left the courtyard and the stores as Leipzig was used to seeing them. He left everything as it was because he was afraid of incurring debt. All the admirers of the old style, in addition to the city councilors, became aware of him.
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Now I’ll say something unfavorable about the city councilors who bear the responsibility for the city and do what they think is best for it. There is no doubt that they all act in the city’s best interests, and want only what is good for it, but their understanding is not always for the best. I won’t say anything about their activities, whether they are good or bad. Their instructions for the demolition of the stores were certainly not given wisely. Because of this all those who love the city were angry with them and said, “If something is to be destroyed, members of the council should be first.” Yet from the moment Mr. Lublin bought the seven old shops from the vendor and left them as they were people said nothing more. Council members often forget where their benefits come from. As far as those shops and Mr. Lublin were concerned few of them remembered. One of them happened to become acquainted with Mr. Lublin and treated him graciously. When the opportunity arose he spoke with him, and when the opportunity arose once again he was prepared to listen to Mr. Lublin’s opinions about the city. I didn’t hear a hint of this from Mr. Lublin, but it seems that they realized that his advice was influential because they had only taken action as a result of what he had said.

Gradually he became closer to some of the city council members. I am not exaggerating when I say that some of them welcomed him into their homes. Old Mr. Nachhut said, “We and our ancestors who were born here cannot boast that these city fathers are even aware of us, but this Galicianer goes in and out of their houses.” Mr. Nachhut said something significant without giving a reason for saying it but I will supply the reason, which I think is true. Why did the Galicianer achieve what the Jewish notables in Leipzig have not achieved despite their similarity to the city councilors in their activities, thinking and intelligence? The years they and their ancestors and their ancestors’ ancestors had struggled to model themselves on people of national importance had made them become like them. Yet despite their best efforts they were superfluous to the city councilors who had no need of them, while this Galicianer didn’t even try to be like the Germans. He retained his own style without changing his sensibilities, so if a city council member encountered him he would discover in Mr. Lublin something he hadn’t discovered in himself or in anybody else.

I’ll mention something that happened to me, not in Mr. Lublin’s store and not on the day I was sitting there but at a different time. It was the year I lived between the two cities, Katzenau the city and Katzenau the spa, in a villa that stood on its own at the top of the hill covered with shrubs and flowers.

I was sitting in my room and doing something. Or perhaps I wasn’t doing anything. I’m not a man of action and if I don’t do anything I don’t say that I do. I take the hours and days as they come.

I’ll relate a small thing that slightly changes the subject but is connected to what Mr. Nachhut had said and I rely on He who remembers all forgotten things not to let me forget what I wanted to say about Mr. Lublin.

While I was sitting in my room in a house between the two towns of Katzenau the town and Katzenau the spa Mr. Von Herr came to visit me.

Mr. Von Herr is one of the leading arms manufacturers. It was wartime, Germany’s war with the entire world. The arms manufacturers were exhausted because of all the work they had. Mr. Von Herr had come to the place where I was staying for a few days. I was there doing nothing and he was there to regain his strength to do more. At that time the wife of the German Crown Prince was visiting Katzenau, which is in Bavaria, and with her came a large entourage of the most exalted people in the Empire.

When Mr. Von Herr came to visit me I said to him, “What’s this, sir, aren’t you going into the city where the kingdom’s nobility is taking the air?” Mr. Von Herr replied to me, “I’m sick and tired of Katzenau because of the Jews one runs into on every sidewalk.” I said to him calmly, “You surprise me, Mr. Von Herr, you’re sick and tired of the Jews and yet you come to visit one.” Mr. Von Herr said to me, “But you are not like the other Jews.” I said to him, “What I find sad is that those other Jews are too much like you.” Mr. Von Herr said, “Allow me to offer you a little conversation.” We sat and talked. He told me everything he knew about the Jews and Judaism and I listened. I didn’t stop him or contradict a word he said. Because he spoke for so long two good thick cigars went up in smoke without his having smoked them.

When he had finished what he had to say I began to speak while he listened. When I finished speaking I observed his expression and that the third cigar, which he had forgotten to light, was still in his hand. He was like someone who had arrived in a strange country and who makes an effort to get to know the country and its inhabitants.

In the morning he telegraphed a bookseller to send good books written by Jews about Jews and Judaism to his house. A few days after he had returned home he wrote to me that he had read these books and that he had some questions which he asked me to answer. A few days later he invited me to his house. I didn’t go but I replied to all his questions. His last letter arrived here in Jerusalem after I had shaken the dust of Germany off my feet.
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I return to Mr. Lublin.

From the time Mr. Lublin moved his store to Böttcher Street his business continued to grow and he himself was content. Until a man has found his place he does not know how fateful a place is. Here he acquired a spacious office area for himself and found a place for his merchandise in the long cellar that ran the length of the yard with all seven of its shops. As long as his store had been in Jacob Street near Ranstädter Stein Way there was no separation between the business and the home. His sons would come to him for stamps and when they quarreled they would come to complain about each other. When his wife employed a laborer and he lied about his work or claimed more than she had agreed with him or he was insolent she immediately called her husband. When she invited guests for afternoon coffee she sent for her husband to come to lunch an hour earlier, so that she would be free to set the table for the honored guests. From the time he moved his business to where the shops were he kept business and home separate. Because the place was some distance away the sons only came infrequently and his wife kept to her appointments. When he came home she greeted him like a wife welcoming her husband who has been on the road. Mr. Lublin said to me, “A man must keep his workplace apart from his home. When I’m at home concentrating on my work my wife thinks I’m being idle but when I am elsewhere, away from my house, even if I’m doing nothing, even if I’m playing with my penknife and my pencils and smoking too much through boredom – I come home and my wife is convinced that I’m tired after a day’s work and she charmingly tries to pamper me.”

Nora was happy with the new apartment. When important guests came by she no longer considered herself to be inferior to them as she had felt when they were living in Jacob Street near Ranstädter Stein Way. When they lavished praise on the apartment she accepted their compliments courteously, like someone hearing something he already knows but listens carefully out of politeness. Something else was in the new home that hadn’t been in the old one. In those days people were not yet used to automobiles. Whenever there was a party in the Lublin household, the young people would come but older people didn’t because it was far away and they had difficulty traveling, but when they moved to Gustav Adolf Street everybody began coming round, young women who took their children for walks to the Rose Valley would visit Nora either on their way or when they came back. When older members of the family went to the Rose Valley they would call in at the Lublins on their way back, like any old people who have to rest after their stroll.

From the day Mr. Lublin immersed himself in those old shops he changed. I don’t know whether he changed because of the change of place or because of the passing years that change people’s outlook, or both. I have various ideas about this. Because the stories I am telling are true, I’ll set my ideas aside and return to relating the events.

When the war broke out Mr. Lublin was already a German citizen and considered himself to be like all the other German Jewish citizens who regarded themselves as Germans of the Mosaic faith. The Mosaic faith didn’t mean much to him, but he was a German citizen with all his heart and soul. He couldn’t serve in the army because he had already reached middle age but he used his money to do what he was unable to do physically. He donated money toward a dining hall for young men who were about to go to the war and he gave a discount to the mothers of couples who had made war marriages by giving them household goods at cost price, even though he was a wholesaler and didn’t sell to individuals. This made Schwanke angry with them. Schwanke was a great patriot, but when his boss sells good merchandise for no profit this, to him, is a sin.

Nora, Mr. Lublin’s wife, did what her husband did and organized a café for the army officers and served them every day. Her daughter did even more. She went to work in a hospital without payment. The sons did even more than that. They immediately rushed into battle as soon as war was declared. The older one was taken prisoner by the French and the young one who hadn’t yet reached the age of service but volunteered as a conscript was on the Russian front or somewhere on a different front.

Let me say something about Nora, Mr. Lublin’s wife. The first time I saw her I almost asked her if she was a playwright. Why did I think this? Perhaps because once I read one of Berthold Auerbach’s letters where he wrote that Otto Ludwig had said to him, “You are not made to be a playwright because you are short and stout.” I don’t remember the exact words but this is more-or-less the idea. If playwriting depends on height and slimness, Nora Lublin had all of this. She had something that not every dramatist has, and that was her hair which was the color of wheat in its sheaf, and her blue eyes which enveloped with affection everyone they beheld, as if she were concerned for them. I don’t know if it were her eyes or her long, golden eyelashes that did this. What does a person like me know? This I do know: there was something dramatic about her. I say this of my own free will and not because of what Otto Ludwig said. Had I not known that her sons were on the battlefield and her daughter had grown it wouldn’t have occurred to me that this woman had children. Her clothes were never long, unlike the clothes of other women during wartime that were longer than the clothes they had worn before and after the war, made from simple fabrics or fabrics that appeared to be simple. I don’t know if she had worn them before the war but during the war I always saw her in the same clothes. There is no doubt that Mr. Lublin loved his sons and his daughter, but I think he loved his wife above all. She also loved him dearly. This love began a short while after their marriage. This is how it happened. When the two of them went to visit old man Nachhut, Nora went outside to speak with the women of the household. When she returned she found her husband and Nachhut talking about money and they didn’t notice her coming in. She heard old man Nachhut say to Arno, “Now, Arno, let’s talk about the dowry. How much more are you owed?” Arno placed his hand on the old man’s and said, “There’s no need, I’ve already received more than my due.” The old man said in astonishment, “I don’t know what you mean.” Arno replied joyfully, “Haven’t I been given Nora?”

This is the story of Mr. Lublin when he was already a man of means and a family man. But first I have something else to tell you about Mr. Lublin. Because I am sitting in Mr. Lublin’s store and I have nothing to do I’ll pass the time with the story of Mr. Lublin and I’ll reminiscence about the start of it before he came to Leipzig, his early days in Leipzig, as he was growing up and everything in between to the present day when I have come to know him well. To avoid misrepresenting him I’ll begin by saying that Mr. Lublin’s name, which is now Arno Lublin, used to be Aaron.
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When Aaron was eleven years old, a year after his mother died, he ran away from his father’s house with no money or anything of value. He knew that if his father were to find something missing he would inform the police, they would let the other towns know and he would be caught and returned to his father. Apart from the clothes on his back, the shoes on his feet and the hat on his head he didn’t take anything from his father’s house, not even his prayerbook. He managed on the way with the prayers he knew by heart and he promised himself that he would make up every last prayer when he arrived at his destination and found a prayerbook.

He left home and went from village to village and from town to town. It was summertime. The trees were laden with fruit and the wheat stood in its stalks. He would eat the freshly picked fruit of the trees and nibble the wheat right off the stalks. When he was tired he would lie down to rest. When he awoke he would get up and go on. After some days he reached the great city of Leipzig where he had a relative who was said to be very rich with a profitable business. It was difficult for an eleven-year-old boy to find his way to Leipzig, for not every traveler he asked had heard of the city and if they had heard of it they didn’t know the way there, so it was a hundred times more difficult to find his relative. Either the people of Leipzig didn’t understand his language or they hadn’t heard of his relative. Eventually he encountered a Jew, who didn’t look Jewish, who took him to Humboldt Street and told him, “In this street or nearby the Galician Jews have a prayer room, let’s go and find it.” Finally he saw a shady courtyard and heard the sound of prayer. The Jew said to him “This is it, here are the Jews, your relative’s community, and they will tell you where he lives.”

When he went into the prayer room they took him to his relative. His relative employed him as a servant and paid him with food and lodging. Mr. Lublin told me about his relative’s business: he would spot merchandise in the market that no one wanted and he would buy it for half price or for nothing. He would buy inferior goods, fit only to be thrown out, almost for nothing. His wife peddled these goods in the villages adjacent to the city, sometimes with him, sometimes alone. They would leave in the morning and return in the evening. Sometimes they went by train, sometimes on foot, weather and the coins in their pocket permitting.

After Aaron, that is Mr. Arno Lublin, had come to him, his relative said, “To stop people saying ‘Just because you are a relative of mine, why should you work for me for nothing?’ you and your aunt will peddle in the villages and I’ll create a small shop for myself in the city.” He opened a kind of shop in his house while his wife and the boy went round the villages. They would leave in the morning and return in the evening, sometimes on foot, sometimes by train, subject to the coins in the wife’s pocket and the weather.

This was his accommodation: in his relative’s house there was a dark room, filled with all sorts of scrap, including a dilapidated bed with a torn mattress that smelled of mothballs, with broken springs that jutted out. At night he would stretch out on this mattress and sleep until his relative woke him for the day’s work, which began with the Morning Prayer and afterwards bread with an onion and a hot drink, and at noon a slice of dry bread and a portion of herring. On the days that his relative’s wife did well she would buy him a glass of beer. When he returned home in the evening she would cook something for him. If she was too tired to cook she would lie down on her bed while still dressed and her husband would boil the kettle, make the tea, bring her a slice of bread, open a can of sardines and say, “Aaron, enjoy the sardines and afterwards I’ll give you some tea with sugar.” Mr. Lublin told me that often it seemed that his ears were frozen with hunger and his shoulders sagged under the heavy loads he carried. But for the Sabbaths and festivals when he would eat enough to satisfy his hunger and sleep all night and a little during the day he wouldn’t have been able to survive. Anyway, it was just as well that they didn’t know in those days that one day’s meal did not suffice for the entire week for a growing lad.

He spent two years with his relative and his clothes, which he had brought with him from his father’s house, fell apart but he couldn’t afford to buy others because in all the time he was serving his relatives they hadn’t paid him a penny. They gave him nothing because he had only stipulated food and lodging and food and lodging is what they gave him, nothing else because they had nothing to give him apart from two pairs of shoes which his relative bought at auction.

His relative became bankrupt and fled from his creditors. His house, in which he had his shop, was repossessed. The boy became homeless and penniless. He began to wander from place to place. He would snatch a moment of sleep here, there a piece of fruit or a loaf of bread that fell off the market traders’ carts and he worked at the train station for the rest of the time. When a porter threw him a coin as payment for his work he bought himself a bread roll and a glass of milk. The porter boxed his ears affectionately or slapped him on the shoulder and shouted “Oy.”

One night he was standing at the train station watching the passengers alighting from the trains in case one of them gave him their possessions to pull behind him and he would then have enough money to buy something for his dinner. Old Nachhut, who was not yet old, came out. The boy was mortified and tried to hide away because his relative used to buy merchandise from him and very likely owed him money. Mr. Nachhut glimpsed him and said, “Aren’t you the boy who used to come with your uncle?” The boy almost wept, terrified that Mr. Nachhut would hand him over to the police because of his bankrupt relative. Mr. Nachhut said, “Pick up the briefcase and come with me.” He picked up the briefcase and followed him. After they had left the train station Mr. Nachhut stopped and said, “Come on, let’s go into this restaurant.” The gentleman ordered something for the boy to eat and drink. Mr. Lublin told me, “I experienced a miracle during that meal. My stomach, which had shrunk because of hunger and couldn’t take in any food at all, was able to digest the meal.” After he ate and drank Mr. Nachhut said to him, “Come with me and I’ll see if I can find you some clothes.” They went off and arrived at his house. Mr. Nachhut asked his sons, “Do you have any clothes or shoes or a hat you don’t need?” They brought them to him. The gentleman said, “Take these and come to our establishment tomorrow, I may be able to find you something to do.” He went to their place of business and Mr. Nachhut employed him among the workmen, first as a messenger and afterwards as the storeman’s assistant.

He began to wonder who he was. A young boy abandoned in a strange city in a foreign country without any family, without being able to write or speak the language. He had been here for over two years and still couldn’t speak the language of the country or write anything but his name. Evening classes did not yet exist. A few years later the city arranged an educational program but they didn’t teach the boys to write German. In Germany children go to school from an early age but there was no need to teach the needless children of foreigners. A few years later some Zionist students volunteered to teach their coreligionists from Russia or Poland a little bit about Zionism, a little about Jewish history and a little about the value of the Land of Israel. But the things a person should know about taking the correct steps in life – these they didn’t teach.

He saved his money and engaged himself a teacher. He studied diligently, particularly handwriting, because it was accepted in our town that the essential thing about an educated person was good handwriting. Mr. Lublin would say about the letters he used to write in his own hand, “I would not send, God forbid, anything I had dearly bought through scrimping and saving, that was written by anyone else.” Even though he was joking there was truth in what he said.

I won’t dwell on the bad years Mr. Lublin suffered until he became his own master and created a unique business that nobody had ever previously established in the city, for all the businesses were crowded and noisy with many people, clerks and office-workers, coming and going, but Mr. Lublin’s business was handled quietly, without office-workers and clerks, without people coming and going, and apart from Christian Liebbrecht Gotthold Firchtgut Lemke there was nobody to be seen there. Even he didn’t come in all the time, and when he did he entered quietly and left quietly and when he left he took with him a bundle of letters that Mr. Lublin had given him to copy. If there were registered letters or telegrams among them he would take them to the post office. He was also responsible for the merchandise. He would send goods to the cash customers, and he would send Schwanke others that had to go to the warehouse where Schwanke would put some of them into boxes and take others out of the boxes, and he would stand the empty boxes in the yard behind the shop close to Lemke’s house. If I am not mistaken, I have already told you little about this. Mr. Lublin had a very long cane and when he needed Lemke he would pick it up and go out into the yard and tap on Lemke’s window. Lemke would open the window and say, “Yes sir, Mr. Lublin, I’m ready and on my way.” This was not only because his master paid him well or that he had given him a house to live in and his old clothes, or because he filled his hands with gifts, but because he recognized a favor, because Lemke knew that if not for Mr. Lublin he would have been going from one cheap tavern to another hoping for a glass of strong drink, pieces of sausage and a few coins for amusing the villagers with comic songs and banter. It was not because he was untalented as an actor that he had sunk to this level or because theaters hadn’t employed him, but when he ran away from the seminary he had joined up with the travelling actors who change their form because their creator has despaired of them and they clown outrageously, turning the Christians away from their God. His father cursed him roundly and all the curses came true. He sank lower and lower and went from misery to misery, he met an actress who was the lover of the leader of the troupe, and had a daughter out of wedlock. The leader of the theater troupe dismissed him and he was deprived of his livelihood. But for Mr. Lublin who took him into his store and gave him a living he would have died of hunger and his wife would have left him, for how much can a woman love her beloved when he is unable to support her?
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How did Lemke come to be with Mr. Lublin? It happened like this. One spring night the Lublins were sitting down to their dinner on the green terrace at the back of the house. Trees and shrubs in the Valley of Roses gave out their perfume and the moon beamed on them, something it does not do everywhere, for like all creatures it appears in one place and turns away somewhere else. When they used to live on Jacob Street near Ranstädter Stein Way, they couldn’t see the moonlight because of the smoke of the factories, but when they came to live on Gustav Adolf Street in the Valley of Roses the moon would turn its beautiful face to them from time to time.

So the Lublins sat down to have their evening meal. Only the two of them were home. It doesn’t happen often that a man sits down to a meal with his wife when they are alone in the house. If there are no guests a man’s sons and daughters can be more difficult than guests. If there are neither guests nor sons and daughters there is a telephone in the house. No sooner does a man sit down to his favorite meal and fills his plate, before his spoon is able to reach his mouth the telephone summons him to a lengthy conversation, and meanwhile the food becomes cold and loses its flavor. But when he hears the telephone ringing while he is sitting on his terrace he pays no attention to it because by the time he gets to the telephone it will already have fallen silent and he will have been disturbed for nothing, so he does not go.

Arno and Nora sat down together with no one in the house. Heinz, the eldest, was dining with his friend, Thomas, the younger one, had gone for a lesson, Gerda, their sister, had joined her cousin in Erfurt for a Bat Mitzvah celebration, and the housekeeper had received permission to go to Seifert to see the new games Seifert had arranged. This was the first time in years that the Lublins had been alone in the house.

Mr. Lublin was in a good mood. In the morning he had been told that his application to become a German citizen had been granted, and between today and tomorrow they would let him know officially. Apart from the fact that he was happy about becoming a German citizen on his own account, he was happy for the sake of his wife who had been born in Germany and was a German citizen but when she married Arno she became Austrian, as the wife of a man like him, even though she had never set foot on Austrian soil apart from one time when she had accompanied her aunt to Carlsbad. Now that Mr. Lublin had become a German citizen, Mrs. Lublin automatically became a German citizen and it was as if he had retrieved something his wife had lost. He hadn’t told her yet because he liked things to be completed and not half done. He would tell her when they informed him officially.

He loved his wife, his house and his country of residence and everything that adds joy to one’s life. He looked affectionately at Nora; she had set the table better than on any other evening and better than all the maids in the house. There were three or four types of bread and butter on the table and many types of cheese, sardines and vegetable salad, and every item of food had its own platter. Wooden boards lay among the dishes, bearing slices of bread and butter. These boards were not yet part of his merchandise. He wanted to tease his wife affectionately and accuse her of bringing his rivals’ merchandise into their house. But he didn’t say so. Not every joke to a Galicianer is a joke to a German; on the contrary, sometimes many a true word is spoken in jest.

He jabbed his fork into the salad and ate some tomatoes. While he was eating he said, “I haven’t eaten tomatoes as good as these since I’ve been in Germany.” He noticed her surprise. He said again, “If I said that since coming to Germany I haven’t eaten tomatoes as good as these I have to tell you that before I came to Germany I hadn’t even tasted a tomato, for in my town the Jews did not eat tomatoes which they called ‘unclean apples’ because the priests grew them in their gardens. When the priests went to Rome they brought back tomatoes and because they grew them in their gardens the Jews did not allow themselves to eat tomatoes.”

The following day the greengrocer brought some vegetables. Mrs. Lublin was in the kitchen. I don’t know how things began, whether Mrs. Lublin liked the greengrocer, whether Mr. Lublin had praised her tomatoes, or whether Mrs. Lublin was angry with the maid for spending the entire night away from the house because Mrs. Lublin condemned the maid with praise for the greengrocer. Mrs. Lublin said to the greengrocer, “Those tomatoes you brought me the day before yesterday were excellent. Even Mr. Lublin enjoyed them.” The greengrocer thought, “Since Mrs. Lublin has begun a conversation, I’m not moving from here until I tell her all my troubles.”

The greengrocer told her everything that was troubling and making her bitter. She had a daughter who was an actress in the famous troupe led by the director Achmüssen. Achmüssen took a fancy to her and made her the star. Everyone began to say that it was almost certain the director would marry her because he was already treating her as if she were his wife, also because she was beautiful and even now, after enduring the birth and nursing the baby, she is still very beautiful. One of the members of the troupe was attracted to her and she to him. The mother didn’t warn her against him, on the contrary, she was pleased for he was the son of a pastor from a family of clergy and she relied on him to know how to behave towards a young woman and not to touch her because she was promised to someone else, but the daughter’s lover thought differently. She made love to him and became pregnant. When he discovered this, the director smashed a stick on the lover’s back and threw him and Friederika out. They remained without any means. Friederika wasn’t able to find a role in a different theater because of her pregnancy, nor did he try to find something for her in the theater, so that he wouldn’t be too far away from her in case she did to him what she had done to the director. She returned to her mother’s house and gave birth to a daughter. The daughter and her daughter were thrust upon the mother who had to support them because the baby’s father had nothing to eat so how would he feed his daughter and her mother? On the contrary, when he came to visit the child he ate with them. The daughter’s mother was poor, she only had what she earned day by day. Since she supported herself with great difficulty how could she support her daughter and her granddaughter? Her husband was dead and had only left her a large mirror in a beautiful gilt frame engraved at the top, “For the diligent employee Bernhard Wilhelm Drangzel, to mark twenty-five years of loyal service.”

For twenty-five years Bernhard Wilhelm Drangzel worked for the trade consultant Fritz Narger in the mirror factory and the trade consultant Narger, the owner of the factory, was satisfied with him and if the events that took place had not taken place he would still be working for him and she wouldn’t have had to walk about with two heavy sacks of vegetables. Ladies didn’t eat only delicate vegetables, but also weighty ones. The heavy sacks pulled her down to the ground as if the earth were already swallowing her.

What happened to her husband? One day he was doing his work as he did every day in the mirror factory. A box filled with mirrors fell on him. When they lifted the box off him they found him lying without the breath of life, because he had been crushed by its weight. They took him to the hospital. He lay there for weeks suffering terribly. The doctors were merciless, giving him medicines to help him live. Wouldn’t it have been better for him to die? If they had given him a drug to help him die his suffering wouldn’t have been so drawn out. Eventually he succumbed to it. What kind of life would his have been, a man who had been crushed and become as thin as a reed and covered in sores and infection, and as for controlling his limbs, he was like a year-old baby.

After Drangzel died her neighbors told her that she could claim compensation. How? You hire a lawyer and he does what has to be done. There are enough lawyers, but there is no money to pay any of them. He had worked in the factory for twenty-five years and hadn’t saved a penny for a rainy day. He found it difficult to support his family on his salary even though there were only three of them: him and her and Friederika their daughter.

She stopped thinking about hiring a lawyer but she did go to Anselm Gottwald who was said to be a great socialist who stood up for the workers against those who exploited them. Anselm Gottwald was not at home. Where was he? In Berlin at the Reichstag. When would he return? “You’ll know when he’s returned.” “How?” “It will be in the newspaper.” What could she do, she was not used to newspapers. A few weeks later she said, “I’ll go and see whether he has come back.” She bought a newspaper and read it from beginning to end but didn’t find any hint of whether he had returned or not. They said to her, “What are you doing with Gottwald? Go to Gautzschi. When Gautzschi publishes an article in ‘The Hammer’ all the Jews tremble.” “I’ll go to Gautzschi.” By chance she met one of her husband’s friends from the days of their army service. He asked her, “Where are you rushing off to?” She told him. He smiled at her and said, “It’s your bad luck that the factory in which your husband was crushed belongs to Mr. Narger and Mr. Narger is a German and not a Jew. Gautzschi does not usually have disputes with Germans, only Jews, and I tell you you’re wasting your time, Gautzschi will not squander a drop of ink on you, not even as much as a fly speck.” She said to him, “So what should I do?” He said to her, “I truly don’t know what to tell you. If you retain a lawyer and he wins your case he will take his fee and in addition charge you his expenses. What could you do to him? Would you retain another lawyer to deal with him?” She saw his point. She stopped thinking about politics and compensation and concentrated fully on her merchandise. She brought quality merchandise to the homes of the worthy ladies who knew her and her wares for she asserts that it isn’t worth selling inferior wares because if the housewife were to see that I sold her inferior wares she wouldn’t buy from me again and new customers are not easy to come by. Even if you find them it takes time to get used to them. This is what she said to her daughter, “You have found yourself a partner and are used to him, so why have you chased after another man? There’s nothing better than what you’re used to. Habit frees you from doubt and allows you to enjoy what you have in hand. A woman reaches a certain age when she knows that it’s not worth departing from habit, because there’s no pleasure in change apart from the curiosity that comes before the change.”

Mrs. Lublin listened to the greengrocer’s story and recognized that there were elements that tended towards the fanciful. She told her husband about it. He said to her, “tell that greengrocer that I want to see her son-in-law.”

Lemke came to see Mr. Lublin. He said to him, “I’ve heard that you studied at the theological seminary. If this is the case, you are able to write, and you may even be able to write well.” He said to him, “I used to copy down the actresses’ parts and they all said that Lemke’s copying is more beautiful than anything printed.” Mr. Lublin took out a bundle of letters and said to him, “Here is a pen, ink and paper, sit down and copy those letters for me.” Lemke sat and copied them. After Mr. Lublin saw what he had done he worked out a salary for him and gave him a room beside the warehouse in the yard. Lemke married the mother of his daughter in the eyes of God and gave her and the daughter his name. Lemke was rescued from his father the pastor’s curse and he spent his life with his wife, and took pleasure in his daughter’s reputation because she became an expert sportswoman. Once Mr. Lublin said jokingly, “The anti-Semites could say even about something like this, ‘Jewish power in Germany is greater than that of the Germans themselves, for Lemke, an evangelical pastor, cursed his son who lived in sin with a woman and had a child by her, but a Jew gave him a living and the son married his wife according to the Church and baptized their daughter into the Christian faith.”

I have given considerable detail without knowing whether or not this is necessary. Someone who knows better than I will connect every detail to an action, which will be a good thing to do. Anyway the details of the story were responsible for another hour going by since I was unhappy sitting alone in Mr. Lublin’s store with nothing to do. During all the time I have been in Mr. Lublin’s store I have not thought about Lemke and today thinking about him occupied me for an entire hour. As we have learned, “Do not scorn any man, and do not shun any thing. For there is no man who does not have his hour, and there is no thing that does not have its place.” If you consider that at that time I had stopped smoking and didn’t have the cigarettes that sometimes saved me from boredom, then Lemke did me a great favor because I spent an idle hour on the story of his exploits.


Chapter Two
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And so I sat in Mr. Lublin’s store. A short while before I was on my way to the bathhouse and to buy what I required for the Sabbath. I passed by Mr. Lublin’s store. I thought, I’ll go in and find out how he is.

He was in a quandary. I said to him, “I see that you are not quite your usual self.” He said to me, “I’m struggling with a decision and I don’t know what to do. I have been asked to go somewhere for an important meeting. I can’t be late because of the important people who have invited me and of the importance of the matter. I can’t close my shop because no shopkeeper closes his shop in the middle of the day unless he has suffered a tragedy or been bankrupted. I can’t wait for Lemke because he has gone to fetch some goods from the customs office and I don’t know when he’ll be back. The best assistants have been conscripted and their replacements do not know how to work and they take too much time over their duties.” I said to Mr. Lublin, “If you are prepared to have a person like me sitting in your shop I am willing to sit here until you or Lemke return.” Laughing, Mr. Lublin said, “You left your father’s house and your town to avoid becoming a shopkeeper and in the end you undertake, of your own accord, to sit in a shop.” I said to him, “If I’m fated to deal in trade, my sitting in this store will represent the fulfillment of my obligation in every detail, with precision and purpose and all the rules and regulations it involves.” Mr. Lublin laughed again and said, “If that’s the case I’m doing you a favor and we’re even. I like a debtor who does not default on his repayment and I like a customer who pays cash even more.” Mr. Lublin went where he had to go and I remained alone in his store. I was very happy that I had the opportunity to repay him a favor, because when I had come to Leipzig the city councilors reduced my period of residence and Mr. Lublin tried to obtain an extension for me. Even though my good turn was not negligible I appreciated his, and I made myself available to him when he needed me.

I sat alone with nothing to do. Mr. Lublin had taken the newspapers and I didn’t have the cigarettes that sometimes saved me from boredom because on my journey from Berlin I had smoked too much until the cigarettes made me ill and I threw them away without buying any more.

I noticed a bottle of cognac and two glasses the storeman had set out for Mr. Lublin who normally drank a glass of cognac twice a day because his doctor had told him that cognac is good for the heart. Even though Mr. Lublin’s heart was strong and he did not enjoy drinking cognac, he was careful to obey his doctor’s orders and every day he drank a glass before noon and another one in the afternoon. I thought, I’ll pour myself a glass and so pass some of the time, but how much can a man like me drink? I put the cognac down and continued to think about smoking. I don’t smoke now, but I used to smoke when I was living in Berlin. This was because of my work, research into the study of clothing which occupied me totally and led to me to take up smoking.

Now that I have raised the subject of my research on clothing I shall say something about it. Not because I yearn for it or intend to return to it, but because it is like a craftsman who has been given a difficult task and when he gives it up he talks about it.

Every day from nine o’clock in the morning when they open the great library until nine at night when they close it, I would sit between two mountains of books and study the styles of clothing from generation to generation and in every country from the time Adam and Eve stitched a fig leaf and made themselves loincloths. People’s clothing changed from country to country through the ages, so I had enough to do. I was afraid that I would depart this life before finishing my book. I did everything I could to save time, especially at lunchtime, because lunch wastes more time than any other meal, in addition to making one sleepy. You get up after your nap and you want a cup of coffee. You go to a second-rate café and waste time there in cordial conversation with people like yourself. When they serve coffee in a second-rate café either your cup disappears or there’s no sugar. You find a cup and some sugar and then you can’t find even a drop of coffee. If you are able to find all this then there is no fuel in the burner to boil up a hot drink. I took advice about avoiding the slavery of lunch to save time for the study of clothing. How? Every day at lunchtime I relieved my hunger with chocolate instead of a meal. Then I would smoke two or three cigarettes to overcome the extreme sweetness of too much chocolate. To ration my smoking, because one cigarette leads to another, I would buy the lavish packs that had begun to circulate in the country, which take up no space in one’s jacket. Because these packs only hold five cigarettes I would go back to the shopkeeper a few times a day, because buying three or four packs at the same time is not good since it leads to wanting more. I became a regular customer because the world was still at peace and people were still honest with each other. If a person bumped into someone else three or four times they imagined themselves to be close friends. When people had a conversation the conversation was friendly. Particularly the shopkeepers with their customers, and the tobacconists even more. I met many different people in the tobacconist’s. I forgot most of them when I met them and those I remembered I never saw again. One of them was Mr. Lublin whom I had met in Berlin and again here in Leipzig.

Mr. Lublin, who lived in Leipzig, was born in our town. He had lived in Leipzig for many years more than in our town and he was overjoyed when he met a fellow townsman but he was filled with regret that at the very moment of meeting him he had to leave him and hurry home. Before parting from me he gave me a business card bearing his name and his business address and he said to me, “I live in Leipzig and my company is in those old shops in the old market in Böttcher Street. If you happen to come to Leipzig please do me the honor of visiting me.”
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I had never considered coming to Mr. Lublin’s city and it hadn’t occurred to me to visit Mr. Lublin. He had only invited me through politeness. In the end I did come to Mr. Lublin’s city and I did go to see him.

Why had I come to Leipzig? I’ll explain.

As you know, I am from the Land of Israel and my home was in Jerusalem. For many reasons I left for the Diaspora and my first home there was in Berlin. I rented a room and then turned my attention to my magnum opus on clothing. The outbreak of the war disrupted me and I eventually ended up in Leipzig.

Even before the war I found living in Berlin difficult and the war made it a thousand times worse. Wisdom deserted the wise and the warmongers subjugated all knowledge. The best librarians of the main library went to fight and only the infirm, who were not fit for war, remained. If I requested a German book they offered it to me like a general forced to surrender a province of his homeland to the enemy. If I requested a book in a language other than German the librarians’ eyes became hostile, as if they saw me as the enemy.

There were other adverse things. Once the war had begun the shopkeeper who usually fawned on me looked at me as if I had taken the food from his mouth. Once the war had begun the barber who always welcomed me bowing and scraping would sharpen his razor in anger, as if he had discovered Germany’s enemy. Because of his excessive patriotism he believed that the entire human race was an enemy.

Neither was there peace in my place of residence. When guests came to visit me the porter scrutinized them to see if they were spies. When he discovered that one of them was from Russia he made such a commotion that all my neighbors came out, surprised that I would allow a Russian into my home. I exemplified the sayings of the Sages, “Whoever finds it difficult to live in one place should go somewhere else.” I went to Leipzig. Why Leipzig? Just as you ask “why Leipzig” you could ask about any city in the Diaspora. From the day I migrated the entire Diaspora was one great exile, and even though it was divided into small parts the only difference between each part was its name. Anyway, I had a reason for going to Leipzig. This may have seemed on the surface to have been a farfetched reason, but I had another reason close at hand.

I’ll tell the story as it happened. I was tired of the noise of Berlin and the research into clothing and couldn’t find anything that pleased me. Sitting in a café bored me and I was not interested in going to the theater. Also, I found the smell of tobacco, the conversations of the people in the café, the games and the players, unpleasant. I returned to my room and opened the Talmud but it didn’t respond to me or if it did respond it didn’t do so willingly. I had deserted it for days and it deserted me twice over.

One day I met a Torah scholar from Russia who happened to be in Germany, the rabbi of an Orthodox community in Leipzig. His name was Rabbi Jonathan. I realized that he was an authority on Talmud and the phrasing of the wise sages. I told that I envied him because if he mentioned a passage from the Talmud he was able to cite its exact wording. He told me that he remembered the content and exact phrasing of the tractates he studied frequently, but only the content of those he didn’t study frequently.

I thought, if I, for example, seek a passage from the Talmud I don’t find it and if I do find it, it is not the way I remember it.

We spoke about the qualities needed to achieve knowledge after we had mentioned some means of strengthening the memory. Rabbi Jonathan said, “The best tactic is to repeat every single verse a hundred and one times, as our sages said, ‘You cannot compare someone who repeats his lesson a hundred times to someone who repeats it a hundred and one times’ For all those who study the Torah remember what they have learned and respond correctly to everything we ask them and reply like a man reading from a book, and even when they put their books aside they do not set aside the Torah, but why would they put their books aside? Because of litigants who come to argue before them, because of those who come to petition and because they judge according to the Torah and respond according to it. You see, sometimes setting aside the holy books is itself an act of engaging with the Torah.”

We met again at night. We sat and talked as we had done before and continued our conversation. Before I left him I said, “It’s a pity I don’t live in your city.” His face brightened and he said, “I would be happy for you to live in my city.” I said to him, “Why would you want me to live in your city? What difference would it make if one more Jew were to live there? I would like it for a different reason, because if I were to live in your city I would come to your house every moment you are free of your rabbinical duties and we would run through the Gemara. I would benefit by recalling the structure of the Gemara and you would benefit by improving your fluency.” Rabbi Jonathan furrowed his brow and said, “What is the point of learning without intensive study? That kind of learning is not learning. If I don’t clarify my learning as much as my brain can absorb I become like a person who grinds the wind and draws water in a sieve.”

No reason or justification that I gave him changed his mind. So I set them aside and told him that I was sure that within a few days I would come to his city and to his house. He furrowed his brow and said, “You should have said ‘God willing’. ” I said to him, “If God is willing I’ll soon come to Leipzig and visit you every day after the Morning Prayer, I’ll come to your house and we’ll study Talmud.” Light-heartedly he said, “Like someone who says the Psalms.” I said to him, “Do you think King David’s question to God was trivial: ‘Let the words of my mouth be acceptable, the thoughts of my heart before You’? May it be His will that there will be simple folk to read the Psalms and gain reward from them like those who plumb the depths of Talmud study.”

The next day he returned to Leipzig and I returned to my book.

A few days later he wrote me a friendly letter. A few days later he asked me when I would come. A few days after that he wrote to say that he was busy writing a book. He didn’t tell me its subject but he wrote that he was certain that his book would bring a blessing to those who study and even uneducated people would find something useful in it, but he was having difficulty with its organization. Were I living in his city he would have someone to ask for advice. He wrote to me once again asking if I was still thinking of coming to Leipzig, but because I was immersed in my book about clothing and also because I found it difficult to write letters I left his letters unanswered. Yet I didn’t stop thinking about Leipzig or about him. When I found that living in Berlin was less beneficial to me I packed my bags and went to Leipzig.

After arriving in Leipzig I considered staying there until the war ended and I could return to my country and to my home, Jerusalem. The city council members refused me the right of residence in Leipzig. It was difficult to supply the city’s needs because of the war and they were careful not to let in foreigners, even allies of Germany such as I who was an Austrian citizen, and Austria was allied with Germany against its enemies. So even before I had unstrapped my suitcases I prepared to leave the city.

I thought, I’ll go and see Rabbi Jonathan. After all, it was because of him that I had come to Leipzig. On the way I changed my mind and thought that I would rather look around the city because even when I was a child I had heard people talk about it.

I roamed the city, the markets and the streets and then realized that I was standing in front of the yard of those old shops in Böttcher Street beside the old market, the very shops that were built 300 years ago and hadn’t changed their appearance during all that time.

At the gate of the yard I thought, I’ll go and look at the shops that were left undamaged by all the wars that gripped Leipzig, and they are still standing as they stood ten or eleven generations ago.
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A man came through the gate of the yard and was about to walk away. He stopped and stared at me. I heard him say, “Here is a fellow townsman, I am truly looking at a fellow townsman!” Because there was no one else between us it was obvious that he was referring to me. But it was difficult to believe that here in this foreign city someone was calling me a fellow townsman.

I peered at him and asked, “Mr. Lublin?” Even though the day was dimming to twilight I recognized him as Mr. Lublin. He did not resemble the Mr. Lublin I had seen in the tobacconist’s in Berlin a few months before the outbreak of the war. So why had I called him Mr. Lublin? I have to say about this that it wasn’t I who saw the resemblance, it was mere luck. While we were staring at each other the streetlights came on and I saw that it was indeed Mr. Lublin whom I had met in Berlin, but in the meantime my mind had altered his appearance, in other words he was the same as before but my memory of his appearance was different.

He greeted me and began to speak. Finally he said to me, “Let’s go into my store. Schwanke will open the door for us.”

We went into a dusky yard and stopped at the front of his store. A man suddenly popped out holding a bunch of keys in his hand. He bent down and undid lock after lock. He then opened two doors, each of which was large enough to allow two people to go through at the same time. The lights had already been switched on before we went in. Schwanke knew that Mr. Lublin liked everything to be ready before Mr. Lublin noticed that it was not, and he had preceded us and switched on the lights so that we wouldn’t go into the darkness.

Mr. Lublin invited me to sit down in front of him and he said to Schwanke, “Go to Salzmann and bring us some coffee, one black coffee and one with milk and tell Salzmann to give us some of the pastries he offered me today at noon.”

Schwanke brought us the coffee but not the pastries.

Mr. Lublin looked at him in surprise. Schwanke said, “Yes sir, Mr. Lublin, Mr. Lublin commanded me to bring some of those pastries like those he graciously ate at noon.”

“So where are they?”

Schwanke said, “I didn’t even get the coffee from Mr. Salzmann’s café.”

Mr. Lublin said, “Schwanke, Schwanke, you’re making me curious.”

Schwanke said, “This is what happened, I ran to Salzmann’s café and I arrived at the café and I was about tell him everything Mr. Lublin, sir, had commanded me to say.”

“And so?”

“And so, Mr. Lublin, sir, when I got to the café I found it locked. Yes, Mr. Lublin, sir, locked and on the door there was a notice and written on the notice was ‘Closed due to bereavement’.”

“Due to bereavement?”

“I heard that Mr. Salzmann’s son had been killed in the war. I turned round and went to another café and bought the coffee there but because I know that Mr. Lublin doesn’t eat the pastries from other cafés I didn’t bring any.”

Mr. Lublin was silent.

A short while later he said, “The Salzmanns hoped for a child for many years. When they had given up hope they adopted a child. A year later Mrs. Salzmann gave birth to a boy. This was the boy who died in the war. This boy rushed into the war, he rushed into the war and was killed. The war stretched out its arms and grabbed him. Mrs. Salzmann is a strong woman, strong enough to get over this and find some consolation. Salzmann will never be consoled, he will be lost in his grief…. What do you want, Schwanke?”

Schwanke said, “The coffee is cold; shall I bring some more?” Mr. Lublin stared at him without saying anything. Afterwards he said gently to Schwanke, “Go back to the warehouse, Schwanke.”

Schwanke went and Mr. Lublin spoke about the war and the terrible things that follow in its wake. Afterwards he spoke about the boys who rushed into battle before their time had come to fight. I did not know yet that Mr. Lublin’s eldest son had been taken prisoner by the French and his younger son was somewhere on a battlefield.

Mr. Lublin pressed a button on the wall and more lights came on. He said, “No one knows what the outcome of the war will be. We know just one thing and that is that the war is lasting too long, and the longer it goes on the more severe it becomes. Anyway, Germany had to go to war, it was forced upon her, and Germany’s victory is inevitable, she is destined to conquer and she will conquer because God loves justice. But let’s put the war aside. So you did come to Leipzig, and here you are.”

I said to him, “I’ve come here only to say hello to you.”

Mr. Lublin said, “I hear that you you’ve only come for a short while.”

I told him “I return to Berlin tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? Why in such a hurry?”

I replied, “Because my official time in Leipzig has lapsed since I haven’t been granted permission to live here. The city council members have not deemed me deserving of living in the city.”

“And you would like to live here?”

I told him, “In these times what’s the point of what a man wants? And what if I do want to? Does it depend on what I want? As if I’m able to change anything.”

Mr. Lublin lifted the telephone receiver and immediately replaced it. He looked at his fingers and said, “Perhaps I’ll take this up with one of the city councilmen and maybe they will give it some thought and extend your period of residence.”

I said nothing to him but sat in silence. It is good enough for people like us, who have learned from experience that not every promise is kept, that they are only kept from time to time and I couldn’t think of anything better than silence.

Mr. Lublin said, “Yes, this war.”

I observed that Mr. Lublin was troubled. I said to myself, this is not the time to linger. I stood up to go. He also stood and said, “Are you going? Where do you live?”

I told him.

Mr. Lublin said, “I’ll take you to your hotel. It’s a pity it’s so near and I won’t have time to ask you about our town. I don’t know what to ask. I have been away from our town for many years longer than I lived there, and even if I do remember it, it isn’t with nostalgia.”

We left the store. Schwanke came and locked up behind us. The locks were large and heavy, as were the keys. The locks and keys seem to spare the store from hiring nightwatchmen and from watchmen who may be in league with thieves. When did Schwanke put out the light, before we went outside or after we went outside? Either way we didn’t walk in the dark.

We walked some and talked some. As it happens, the road was not so short and Mr. Lublin could have asked about our town but he didn’t and I didn’t remind him of it. I only mentioned it because of Leipzig rather than because of our town. If not because of Leipzig then for its moon. I was used to looking up at the sky at night in Jaffa and seeing the moon and stars so I looked up at the sky and said to Mr. Lublin, “In our town when the moon appeared in all its glory they used to call it a Leipzig moon. And here is Leipzig and here is the moon. I doubt that even in the months of Tevet and Shevat a person in our town would be able to bless a moon like this.

Mr. Lublin said, “You came to see me and I didn’t even offer you a glass of water. In our town we would make a feast of pirogen followed by dessert or compote in honor of a guest like you. Isn’t this so, fellow townsman?”

I said to him, “Each place has its own tastes. In our town we welcome guests with pirogen and sweet compote and here one welcomes a guest with coffee and pastries.” Mr. Lublin said, “But we didn’t drink our coffee and Schwanke didn’t bring us any pastries. I don’t know what kind of fat the Leipzig bakers use to bake their goods so I don’t allow myself to eat them. Since the war began I’ve only eaten pastry from Salzmann’s café. You see, fellow townsman, the war has made me kosher! Here’s your hotel. I hope you won’t go to bed without a meal. Now that the war is at its height I doubt you’ll find anything to eat here.”

He walked away with his hands clasped behind his back. As he walked he lowered his head as if his thoughts were making his head heavy.

What was he thinking at that moment? About a fellow townsman whom God had driven from place to place and his petition for somewhere to live was denied, or was he thinking about himself living like a new citizen who couldn’t be defeated by any official or law? Many thoughts live in a man’s heart. We don’t know what a man is thinking when we look him in the face, so how should we know when we see him from behind?

At my hotel I went up to my room and I thought about everything I had done from the time I came to Leipzig and about the reason I had come to Leipzig. In the end I’m leaving without meeting Rabbi Jonathan on whose account I had come. I hadn’t managed to visit him because I had chanced upon Mr. Lublin and we had spent hours together until it was time to go to bed. If not for the verse “Man’s steps are ordained by the Lord, how then can man understand his way?” I wouldn’t have been able to understand what had happened.

I turned on the light and climbed onto my bed. I mouthed the Aramaic translation of the verse, “A man’s feet are responsible for him; to the place where he is in demand, there they lead him.” Field-Marshal Hindenburg, dressed in his heavy cloak, observed me from the opposite wall without being entangled in the frame that surrounded his picture. I turned off the lights and lay with my eyes open. I heard a sound nearby like the sound of an elevator going up, and after the elevator the sound of a key in a lock, and after the sound of a key in a lock was the sound of silence. I closed my eyes against the sounds following one after the other.

I closed my eyes against the sounds that were trying to steal my sleep. Beautiful Jaffa by the sea rose before me. A beloved moon lights it and the vast sea, and I’m lying on the seashore, the sea is rising before me and I’m not afraid because I know, as the sea knows, that the Lord blessed be He placed a boundary to the sea, the sand around its shore, as the Lord said through Jeremiah, “I have placed the sand for the boundary of the sea, an everlasting ordinance, which it cannot pass,” and David said, “You set a boundary that they may not pass, so that they might not again cover the earth,” but the sea only meant to tease me. Even though I am not worthy, it sees me as worthy enough to tease. Now that I am in the Diaspora I am like a guest for the night on a bed on which I lie tonight, but tomorrow I’ll no longer lie on it. Where will I be the following night? This I do know, I’ll walk about in Berlin all day long from quarter to quarter, from street to street, from house to house, and from lodging to lodging looking for a room to live in. I’ll find a room because many houses have been emptied of their residents who have joined the army. There will be no need for the question if I find peace and quiet in a rented room. As I said to Mr. Lublin, I doubt that anyone in our town would expect a moon like the moon in Leipzig. A man’s thoughts wander, my thoughts about Jaffa suddenly wandered towards the moon in my town.

I opened my eyes and saw that time was passing and also everything I had done. Because of some unusual complications I went abroad. When I arrived I went to Berlin. My sojourn in Berlin wasn’t successful and I went to Leipzig. When I came to Leipzig it didn’t want me. As long as I hadn’t left my first home I imagined I could go somewhere else. Now that it doesn’t want me I am returning to my first home. Apparently this is neither good nor bad because it absolves me of having to think about other places. So whether living in them is good or exceptionally good they are unavailable to me.

I stopped thinking about Leipzig and thought about Berlin again. The two cities were tied together by Mr. Lublin whom I had first seen in Berlin and with whom I had spent today in Leipzig. I said to myself, “I came to Leipzig because of Rabbi Jonathan but in the end I did not see him. So whom did I see? Mr. Lublin. But I doubt that from the day I met him I had remembered him or held him in my thoughts. It’s impossible to say that there is nothing between a thought and a deed. As far as I am concerned I doubt that thought and deed are joined together.

Since I am not given to thinking, my thoughts dissipated and my eyes began to droop sleepily. Now I need only keep my eyes closed and the sandman will bring me dreams.

Trains come and go and many different people arrive. They are all great merchants from countries far away who have come to the grand Trade Fair in Leipzig, bringing various goods. I also arrive with my merchandise. I found a place for it but there were no customers because the Leipzig moon does not show it up. Tomorrow I’ll have to return home. People have heard that my merchandise didn’t attract buyers at the Leipzig fair so even in our place there will be no eager customers for it. Anyway, I have to leave the hotel because of the noise outside and the commotion inside and mainly because of Field-Marshal Hindenburg who sits high up on the wall. As I see it, he has nothing but his cloak that scarcely allows him to stretch his neck out of it. Yet the city councilmen are convinced that his only interest in me is to throw me out of Leipzig. So I’ll return to Berlin. What if Berlin won’t want me? I can’t return to the Land of Israel because all the routes are blocked by the army, I can’t return to my birthplace because the Russians have destroyed it. Mr. Lublin is wise to have escaped from our town before the disaster overcame it. Now he lives in Leipzig and no one can expel him because he is a citizen like all the other citizens of the country. Like him I also left my town, but I immigrated to the Land of Israel. But what is this to me if I left it of my own accord and of my own free will? I must sleep, I must close my eyes so that I won’t have the thoughts that come to disturb my sleep.

My long day’s activities, done while I was awake, were better in lulling me to sleep than the sandman and his exploits.

A messenger came from the council with a postcard that had been sent to me from the city hall to appear there at a certain hour in a certain room in the office of Dr. Paul Bötticher. I put down the cup of coffee I was holding and which my lips hadn’t yet touched and I went to the city hall. Suddenly I was there. One is quick as a flash despite being in a strange place.

I arrived at the city hall and stood outside Dr. Paul Bötticher’s room. There were nine hundred rooms in Leipzig’s city hall and one of them was Dr. Paul Bötticher’s room. I am not a man who acts swiftly and I am not used to buildings that house Authorities but suddenly here I was standing outside Dr. Paul Bötticher’s room. If I want to interpret the matter, I look to our Sages’ saying that a man’s legs take him to where he wants to go.

I went into Dr. Bötticher’s room and stood in front of him. After he had dismissed some people who had preceded me he turned his attention to me.

I don’t remember whether he asked me what I wanted. I do remember that I held out my birth certificate and he looked at it. I remember something else, that he asked me my name and place of birth. Eventually he dipped his pen in the ink and wrote on my birth certificate that permission was granted for me to live in Leipzig and he stamped it with the council’s seal. I don’t remember whether he returned my birth certificate or if he put in down in front of me and indicated that I should take it. I don’t remember whether he placed it before me open or closed. I do remember that “permission granted” and so on was written on it.

Since there are no miracles in our time, this should be explained. It was not a miracle but something natural, but nature itself is miraculous. Mr. Lublin whom I had met by chance in Berlin before the war and here in Leipzig as well during the war and in both places, as they say about such an event, it happened by chance. He recommended me to Dr. Paul Bötticher and the voice that yesterday forbade me to live in Leipzig today said that I may do so.

How? I assume that it had happened like this. Last evening when Mr. Lublin left me he spoke with Dr. Paul Bötticher, whether face to face or by telephone I don’t know. As I heard later the city had made Dr. Paul Bötticher responsible for foreign subjects in the city and it was in his gift to lengthen or shorten their stay in the city according to the city regulations promulgated by the city fathers. Mr. Lublin is known and respected by the city council members and they depend on him for the city’s needs, so it is probably true that some of the regulations that people complain about were amended on Mr. Lublin’s advice, presumably because he wished for the city’s improvement. Now Mr. Lublin put his case to Dr. Bötticher who granted me permission to stay. This permission was not to satisfy Mr. Lublin, but because he believed him that my settling here would certainly accord well with the city’s laws.

So I live in Leipzig which at first had rejected me and eventually accepted me. Sometimes I am contented living here and sometimes I am not, but I am always amazed by the fear I felt when Leipzig rejected me.

Just as I’m amazed by the fear I’m amazed by my happiness when I received permission to live in Leipzig. Had I not received permission I would have gone somewhere else. If all the places had closed themselves to me I would have returned to Berlin which accepted the foreigners living there before the war but enemy aliens had to appear twice a day at the police station while citizens of allied countries were exempt from this punishment. I had been overcome with fear when permission to live in Leipzig was denied just as I was overcome with joy when I received permission to stay. This is also the misery of living in the Diaspora for when a nation or a kingdom closes its country to us it seems that our exile is the fuel for the revival of the anti-Semites. This is only one of the many reasons for our thrusting ourselves into foreign lands because these nations obstructed us.
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I have already been living in Leipzig for four months. I have ration cards and everything else is going well. Living in Leipzig is pleasant. It doesn’t impose much on its citizens and even a person like me finds his way around. I can go anywhere I want to on foot without needing to ride a trolley as I had in Berlin, where I had to take more than one journey wherever I wanted to go.

I have seen something else in Leipzig. Wherever I go I find Jews who don’t hide their Jewishness by dressing like everyone else, but they go out in the clothing that they and their forefathers’ forefathers had worn in the towns they had come from, the long coats that reached down to their feet, the same round or square hats of silk and velvet, their brilliant blue-blackness that caresses the air, and the high boots whose long and colorful flaps are turned out, and their canes, which are both useful and beautiful. Once I was walking in the street and I suddenly found my hand being clasped by a man who greeted me. This was not just any man, but a Galician Jew, and not only a Galician Jew but one from my own town.

I don’t remember who began the conversation, he or I, but I do remember asking him, “Who brought you here?” He answered, “Whoever brought our brethren to many and varied places brought me here.” I asked him again, “Who was this?” He said proudly, “Three glorious emperors in whose hands the Lord, blessed be He, placed the lives of millions of Jews. I see that you are surprised, so I shall explain it to you.” He thrust his cane between the stones of the sidewalk that had been damaged due to the war, he stood like a man stands in a house of prayer and he began to tell the story.

“Wilhelm, the German Kaiser, wanted to declare war on the Czar of Russia. He said to our Emperor, join me and we shall fight Russia. Our Emperor agreed and followed him, but the Russian Czar heard about this and anticipated him. He moved into Galicia and committed widespread slaughter, destroyed its cities and burned down their houses. Those who were not killed were captured. Those who were not captured fled. Some of them fled to their relatives or relatives’ relatives in Hungary, Bohemia, or Moravia, and some of them were trapped where they were, weakened, with legs that would not carry them Some of them reached the cities of Germany and among them was I, who came here because I had heard that a number of Jews like me had fled here. When a man has been uprooted from his home every other place is the same to him. So I live in Leipzig among my brethren, as the verse states, ‘I dwell in the midst of my own people.’ ”

“What do they do here?” “They don’t do anything.” “How do they make a living?” “They do not.” “But they survive.” “Or they do not.” “But the Talmud clearly states, ‘How can the living dispute the living?’ In spite of yourself you have to admit that they are in fact alive.” “Tell me, if this is what you call living, it seems that they are living.” “And what about their livelihood?” “Anyone who brought a little money with him has spent it all, the one who did not bring money sits idle.” “How does he manage?” “He does not, his wife manages.” “What does his wife earn?” “In the words of the Holy One blessed be He who said ‘I will make your pains very severe’ and so on. If you wish to know the simple meaning of the Scripture, I shall explain it to you.

“There are shopkeepers in Leipzig who heed the Mishnah’s teaching that ‘a shopkeeper extends credit.’ A man’s wife comes to such a shopkeeper and buys goods on credit. She grabs everything that can be carried by hand, and carries the rest on her back and when she returns home she falls on her bed and lies there with her eyes open in case she falls asleep and some other woman gains an advantage over her. So she gets up while it is still night and hurries to the train station and travels to the village. She reaches the village and sees a yard in which there are no barking dogs and she goes into it. She bows and curtsies here and there until she reaches a certain room in which the householder sits, his pipe in his mouth, looking at her as if she is not there. His wife comes in and says ‘Great and glorious God, the moment we are free of one Jewess another comes.’ The householder takes his pipe out of his mouth and asks, ‘What is she doing here?’ His wife replies, ‘What is she doing here? She has come to cheat us.’ The woman vows that she has never cheated and will never cheat even if she and her sons are dying of hunger. The householder says to his wife, ‘Go see what she has brought.’ He also stands up and rummages in her baskets. The woman does not leave their house until she has sold the best of her merchandise.

“The war has made farmers rich and they buy everything, whether they need it or not. In peacetime the power of money is better than that of goods but in wartime goods are better because the wartime currency that has begun to circulate in the country is good only for mice not for saving. From yesterday to today money has run out and in its place they give you pieces of colored paper. Some farmers pay with that colored paper and others trade goods for goods, that is, the produce of their fields and their henhouses. With the money the woman earns she pays the shopkeeper and buys new goods and she and her household eat the food the money provides. She converts the little food left over into stock and makes money from it. Money is heavy and doesn’t leap into the hand. And so, my friend, this is how it comes about and we, by the Lord’s mercy, are swept up in it.”

“What does the woman’s husband do?” “He does what everyone does who doesn’t have anything to do. He concludes his morning prayers, has something to eat, picks up his cane and goes out into the street. There’s much to see in Leipzig. He walks along and sees everything that is there for those who do not do God’s will in this world. He meets a man like himself, they talk about religion or they only talk. At the day’s end it is time for the afternoon prayer, they go to the synagogue and pray and talk about the events of the day. If there is a yahrzeit they drink a toast and if it is a day of celebration they sit in a group and drink liquor and tell stories about a certain holy man, and if he was a miracle maker they recount the miracles he performed. On the Sabbath Leipzig demonstrates what a Jewish Sabbath is. The Jews of Leipzig had never seen such Sabbaths, and needless to say, neither had the gentiles. The gentiles are convinced that Sabbath and festivals exist only for eating and drinking, drunkenness and fighting. People like us take delight in the Sabbath itself, and to add to the Sabbath joy a man enjoys studying from holy books. If in addition to all this we happen to come upon a piece of herring, a drop of brandy and a new tune for our chants, this is indeed like a Sabbath of the world to come. I won’t blaspheme but many times I have asked myself why does the Messiah tarry and why doesn’t he come? Because he sees that the Jews in the Diaspora have everything they want so what do they need him for? Once Elijah the Prophet encountered a man who did not know that he was Elijah. Elijah asked him, ‘Why are you hurrying?’ He said to him, ‘I have had a windfall. I bought six large radishes for one kreutzer and I’m hurrying to take them to my wife.’ Elijah said to him, ‘Stay and I shall tell you something.’ Elijah had already taken up the Messiah’s shofar to give the glad tidings to the Jews that the Messiah was about to come. The man said to him, in Yiddish, ‘Uncle, don’t talk nonsense. I’m giving you facts and you come to me with fantasies.’ ”

Berlin is also not entirely void of Jews. You’ll find Jews from Galicia and from my town there, but a few of the Berlin Jews are worthless and if you were to encounter one of them his appearance might give you the wrong impression. The echo of his ancestors who deserted the people of Israel taunts you. You’ll see a Galician Jew with his sidecurls tucked behind his ears, a styled beard and a short coat folded into itself so that it doesn’t seem to be long, and when he speaks he shifts into “German,” which is neither proper German nor Yiddish. This is not the case in Leipzig where Jews are identifiable in the street, particularly, those who arrived here after the war, who did not change their style, their clothes or their language. Even those whose ancestors had already lived here for a few generations were identifiable as being of Galician origin. Even if they exactly observe the Leipzig customs, more even than the non-Jews in Leipzig, and speak perfect Leipzigese, a hint of Galicia announces that they are Galicia’s children. The Galician Jews are not the only ones like this but those who had come from Hungary are the same.

Mrs. Salzmann told me, “When I saw how Nikisch loved Jewish food I whispered to my husband, ‘I would be surprised if he weren’t Jewish.’ A few days later I found out that I hadn’t been wrong. Nikisch was born a Jew but in order to be acceptable to the orchestra which had appointed him to be their conductor he converted and became the conductor of the Leipzig Gewandhaus, as Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy had been in his time.”

Mrs. Salzmann went on, “Nikisch was eighteen when he came to Leipzig from Hungary. The manager, I forget his name, knew him and appointed him conductor of the Leipzig Opera. The musicians were offended that an eighteen-year-old boy would be their maestro conducting the Leipzig Opera and they went on strike. The manager said, ‘Since you don’t want Nikisch to conduct the opera I’m hereby closing it down and you are free to go elsewhere.’ They unwillingly accepted Nikisch as conductor. The manager of the Gewandhaus recognized Nikisch’s talent and appointed him conductor. As you know, the Gewandhaus offers the best of the great music in the world.” Mrs. Salzmann asked me, “Are you certain Nikisch turned against his Judaism? Let me tell you that all his card-playing friends are Jews, Jews from Galicia. Whenever he is free he hurries to the Küster Café or the Golden Ball Café whose clients are all Jews apart from the landlord Mr. Zeising who isn’t a Jew.”

I had never been to Café Küster but I had been to the Golden Ball Café. Once Mr. D., the head of the Zionist Organization in Leipzig said to me, “Come, I’ll show you Jews whom you’ll like because of what they do.” He took me to the Golden Ball Café. The entire café was amazed that such an important man would go there.

Another thing about Leipzig. My imagination isn’t able to release me from time and place. From the time I settled in Leipzig and didn’t have to move from town to town and from city to city only eventually to return to Berlin, for this I’m obliged to Dr. Bötticher, for had he not given me permission to live here I would have been like the Wandering Jew of Christian legend and in the end I would have had to return to Berlin, because Germany will not admit anyone who is not born here unless he has proof that he was already living here before the war. There is still good reason for him to fear that they will suddenly find grounds to expel him from their city.

Why was I so afraid of Berlin? Is it because living in Berlin is difficult, yet living in other cities is easy? No, if I had returned to Berlin I would have resumed my book on clothing, but when a man’s body is deemed to be of no account what is the point of his clothing? I’m sure there are other reasons for my fear of living in Berlin. The main reason is my book on clothing.
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Because I’m never ungrateful and I always remember the name of a person who has helped me, I shall mention the name of Dr. Paul Bötticher who gave me permission to live in his city. I’m unable to thank him face to face so I visualize something about his activities. Nothing one says about a person goes to waste. If it is to his credit, we speak well of him in the world, and if it is to his detriment, he is condemned. In the world to come a man is judged by his deeds, and in this world a man is judged by the opinion of his fellows. If he does not see, his destiny sees. Sometimes the result of conversation or thoughts others have about a man is that he discovers that people think about him in one way or another. It appears that my thoughts about Dr. Bötticher have not gone to waste.

Dr. Paul Bötticher is the supervisor of foreign citizens living in Leipzig and also of the foreigners who come to Leipzig on business. He is accommodating to those who come to the fair but exacting on anyone who wishes to live in Leipzig. He examines what they have done before coming to Leipzig, what they intend to do in Leipzig and what Leipzig will gain from their settling there, whether it would be of great or little value. When the first man sinned and was banished from Eden he wandered from place to place throughout the world, seeking a place similar to the one he had just come from. He went from one end of the world to the other and couldn’t find a land like the one from which he had been exiled. Yet every place his foot stepped upon was given to him and his descendants forever.

Adam had two sons. One was called Cain and the other called Abel. Cain was jealous of his brother Abel. Cain rose up against his brother and killed him. God gave him another offspring in place of Abel whom Cain had killed, apart from the spirits and demons that Adam bore in those 130 years of separation from Eve when he aroused the passion of the she-demons and they bore him sons and daughters.

Adam’s children were scattered throughout the world. Each one said, “the land is all mine,” and they did not allow anyone to cross the border of his land. An uninvited guest was greeted with a sword and a spear.

The Lord, blessed be He, took pity on His creatures and He gave them the capacity to be merciful to each other. When an uninvited guest arrived he was questioned about why he had come and what good his presence would do. It they deemed him worthwhile they allowed him to live among them. If not, they told him to go. Some places are punctilious and others are less so. And what about Leipzig? Leipzig passed many laws and added many amendments about settling there. Particularly now, needless to say, since there is a world war and the people of Leipzig are involved in it as are the rest of the people of Germany. The legislators and policymakers sit and pass laws and set rules and add amendment to amendment.

Dr. Bötticher is a trustee of the Leipzig Council and faithfully keeps the city laws and his pedantry about detail, which would be unassailable even in peacetime, is even more so during a world war when the earth’s foundations are falling to pieces and the world itself appears to be shattering.

I have spoken at length about his duties and his activities in his departmental office, in his room, for he is busy enough for nine hundred rooms in the council building, and now I’ll say something about the man himself, meaning, what he is like, his appearance and character.

He is tall, that means, of a certain height, and slim, that means, thin. Even though I have only seen him sitting down I have no doubt that his bearing is upright. His status comes from his occupation, his deliberations about whether to uproot these people while letting others take root in the city lends him his upright bearing, like his hands which have never touched a bribe, and his grasp of the law books where even the dot of an i doesn’t get by him, the understanding that straightens his spine and imbues him with power and strength.

I set aside the abstractions and turn to the concrete.

His hair is grey and sparse. His head is balding due to the bad times in Germany, yet there is sufficient hair to cover his baldness. His temples are sunken, covered with silvery capillaries but without them his temples would be like two dark craters. My simile is a little remote so I’ll turn to reality.

His moustache is clipped and his eyes are small but they still rule his face. When he turned to face you it seemed that he was facing you with his eyes alone. The day I stood in front of him in the council building and he raised his head above his desk and looked at me I felt that his entire face was made up of his eyes gazing at me. His arms are long with white fingernails that seem never to have touched a cigarette. For him to smoke would be a miracle, so it is no miracle that he does not smoke. One could assume that the papers he riffles through, pleas that fill his hands, would have drained his fingers of the yellow tobacco stains, but if this isn’t so, why do you suppose that there is not a spot of ink on his fingers when pen and ink are never out of them?

After having considered the main points I’ll say something about his dress. No man withdraws himself from himself, by that I mean from his essential concerns, whether he engages with them or averts his eyes from them. I say this about myself, about the book in which I immersed myself from the time I went abroad, or you could say from the day I went to the Land of Israel. Even though I hide it away, it seems to be open in front of me now and the clothes affect me as they did at the time of my research into their features. When I see a man or evoke him in my mind his clothes say to me, “Come let’s talk about him.” No sooner have I looked at him they reveal all his secrets to me. The mystery of clothing is very obscure. Clothing doesn’t reveal its secret either to its makers or to its wearers but I, who am not inclined to scrutinize a man’s soul because of the good manners I maintain with everyone, and if I do scrutinize, I scrutinize things that supposedly don’t belong to the man himself but that which surrounds him. I, of all people, was chosen to be shown a man’s soul. The angels love the dejected soul, the poor in spirit, the downcast head, the bent knee, those who don’t raise their eyes above themselves, they open a crack in the things that surround a man, and within this surrounding a man’s soul is revealed to them right away as naked and lacking its covering. As far as Dr. Bötticher is concerned I only peeked at his clothes, no more than that.

They are simple and clean, without the hint of a wrinkle. His jacket is buttoned from top to bottom and from bottom to top, meaning that every button is securely fastened. It is indeed astounding that a man who sits for seven or nine hours in one place doesn’t open his jacket even for a moment. As his jacket is buttoned, so is his mouth. He doesn’t unbutton his mouth to say a word; apart from asking me my name, my city of birth and my country, he did not say a thing. Even these few questions were an act of kindness because my name, the name of my city and my country are written on my birth certificate which he was holding in his hand all the time I was standing in front of him. If I were ever to write an addendum to the dictionaries, they would gain one term thanks to him, that is, “a monk of words.” So because of his reserve anyone who talks to him says his piece and leaves.

My thoughts about Dr. Paul Bötticher spin around but they are not resolved. Why? Because of Paul de Lagarde who came to mind by pushing his way into my thoughts.

I hadn’t thought about Paul de Lagarde in a very long time. There was no reason to think about him and even now I don’t know why, unless his name was the reason: Paul de Lagarde was originally called Paul Bötticher, exactly like the Dr. Paul Bötticher who gave me permission to live in his city, but he didn’t change his name while the other Bötticher changed his name to Lagarde, the name of his elderly aunt, Mrs. Lagarde, who left him property in her will. Because Paul de Lagarde had no hold on me all those thoughts about him floated away as they had come, followed by all kinds of people whose being is ordained by what they do or by their names or by other things. If not for a day’s good fortune who knows where my thoughts would have led me.

That day was the anniversary of the death of Maimonides and the significance of the day brought to mind the Jewish scholars of the past, and dissolved all those other unwanted thoughts. Because the mind does not bear going from one extreme to the other I first summoned the scholars who sheltered in the shadow of wisdom, and from them to the scholars who struggled and found wisdom and from them my thoughts reached our Master, Maimonides, of blessed memory.

From the time that I first resolved to do so, I usually divide the anniversary of the death of our late Master Maimonides into three, a third for studying his code of law, a third for his Mishnah commentary and a third for his book, A Guide of the Perplexed and the rest of his essays about the soul and the body. Usually on the evening of 20th of Tevet, the anniversary of the passing of the late Maimonides, I place his books on my desk. As I do every year, I did the same that year, I arranged my desk and placed some books by our late Master on it, and I sat over them until it was time for bed because I hoped to learn the next day what I hadn’t learned in the night. The next day was the eve of Sabbath and I went to the market to buy my supplies for the Sabbath, because I was living in the home of a gentile woman and I prepared my Sabbath meals myself from what I had bought in the market, because I live too far from a Jewish restaurant. So I went to the market to buy supplies for the Sabbath and also to visit the bathhouse in honor of the Sabbath. On my way I stopped by Mr. Lublin’s to ask how he was and I remained in his store. When a man sets out for the marketplace there is no guarantee he will speedily return home. So I sit in Mr. Lublin’s store where there is not even a fragment of Hebrew writing and needless to say no book by the late Master Maimonides. I thought, today is Maimonides’ memorial day and I’m sitting alone with nothing but the memory of his name. I was like the villager who set out to go to the city on the eve of Yom Kippur to pray together with the community, but lost his way and reached a desert. He didn’t have the weekly prayerbook with him or the one for the High Holy Days but only the memory of the day. The ĥasidim do right by making the commemoration of their rabbis’ death a day of joy and drinking. What shall I do on Maimonides’ memorial day? Should I pour myself a glass of cognac? Maimonides, of blessed memory, condemns the drinking of intoxicating beverages.
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I didn’t know what to do so I stood up and paced about. The walls restricted my steps so I opened a window to extend my space from the outside. I can’t say that the world outside is more beautiful than the world inside, but the spirit longs for breadth. If it is wise it escapes from itself to itself, if not it is tossed from place to place without getting anywhere.

I stood at the window and gazed at the courtyard and the shops in it. There were four shops, hundreds of years old, but they stood as they were on the day they had been built, unchanged except for the changes brought by age. When Mr. Lublin bought the shops he did not alter them at all. This is not the case with all the old buildings in Leipzig which are demolished and replaced by other buildings that are more suitable to the time and place. Mr. Lublin changes with the time and place but these shops of his keep the same form as in the master builder’s original design.

I’ll create my own analogy for the shops and the shopkeepers, the entire courtyard and the large warehouse under the courtyard and Lemke’s apartment on top of the warehouse. The shops are like crypts and the shopkeepers like bones from which the flesh has been consumed. When Mr. Lublin bought the old shops, he left them as he had found them, as they had been two or three hundred years ago.

He treated the shopkeepers as he had treated the shops. If they paid him rent he accepted it, if not, he did not sue or replace them. These old people sit in these old shops in which their ancestors had sat, without paying rent. For Schwanke, who disapproved of this, it was not enough that they could enjoy their shops free of charge but this was a little like the socialists who conspire to take money from the rich to give to the poor, apart from their undermining the Kaiser’s throne.

Not everyone knows Schwanke and if someone were to ask who he is I doubt the reply would contain more than I know about him, which is that he keeps a sharp eye on Mr. Lublin’s needs so that everything is ready for him before he asks for it. I learned about this the first night I was at Mr. Lublin’s, for before he opened his store for me the light had already been turned on. Not only that night but every time I visited Mr. Lublin I saw that everything was in its place, whether to do with his desk or the glasses for cognac. Schwanke’s core was his work in the warehouse. This is Mr. Lublin’s large warehouse in which he deposits goods and removes them, empties and restocks, no objects entering or leaving the warehouse without Schwanke’s having inspected them. His inspection is not cursory. He knows that Mr. Lublin detests the products that have replaced good merchandise everywhere, everything that was available before the war, but now that the Kaiser is busy with the war he has no time to concern himself with new merchandise that is worthy only of being thrown into the River Pleisse even before it is manufactured.

Lemke’s apartment is on the top of the warehouse. The underground warehouse extends the full length of the courtyard which contains Mr. Lublin’s office and the four shopkeepers’ shops and the spaces between them. Lemke’s apartment is like all the other old apartments of middle-class families in Leipzig apart from the large stove that dominates the entire apartment and no one knows what it was used for.

For most of the day Lemke is not at home. If he is not sitting with Mr. Lublin he is rushing between the main train station, the customs offices, the post office, the banks and other places with which Mr. Lublin has contact. Anyone who has to deal with the new officials who have replaced the ones conscripted into the army must have shoes of iron and rocklike patience. Every little thing that has already been dealt with more than once must go back to the officials who never see an end to it.

Lemke is thin and skinny and so are his legs. They carry him without protest. They know that he bothers them neither lightly nor with pleasure, but for his patron, Mr. Lublin, who gives him his bread. Some people are surprised at Lemke’s giving up the theater to become a clerk. Not a civil administrator but a clerk in a business establishment, not selling art products but cooking and baking utensils, and they didn’t know that his days of hunger had once exceeded his days of plenty, not to mention the insults and disdain and derision he swallowed into an empty heart while he was working in Achmüssen’s theater. The city dwellers knew the actors and actresses of the city’s theaters who dressed beautifully even off the stage and who ate and drank until they were drunk and who earned the people’s admiration. While Lemke was working in the director Achmüssen’s travelling theater he had no idea how he would afford clothing to wear or bread to eat. Women in the theater are fortunate for even when their acting talent is less than a fly’s they find themselves a man, young or old, who feeds and waters and dresses them. It’s different for the men. Even those who don’t lack talent waste their talent on a slice of bread and patches to mend their clothes. Then there is their colleagues’ jealousy and younger men’s mockery. Once, a few village lads came in after seeing a play given by Achmüssen’s company. One of them tried to show off. He held a lighted cigarette against Lemke’s ear and when Lemke turned his head the tip of the cigarette touched his eye and had he not closed it he would have been blinded. After all this the boy was joined by other companions to laugh at his cleverness. Had Achmüssen not thrown Lemke and Friederika out of his theater because of Achmüssen’s jealousy of Lemke for having impregnated Friederika, Lemke’s stomach would still be growling with hunger in those small towns and villages in Achmüssen’s theater company. When he and Friederika were dismissed from the company Mr. Lublin took him in and made him a clerk in his business with a salary to support him and an apartment to live in with Friederika and her daughter.

Friederika’s situation was better than Lemke’s. While Lemke was struggling from office to office and official to official and being insulted by the young men serving the officials who described him as being like a straw broom with tattered straw, Friederika stayed at home cooking, baking and eating at the same time, in addition to her meals, and when guests came for tea, so that she put on the pounds like a middle-aged matron. She had had some good times in Achmüssen’s company, days of drinking and joy, love and affection, but there were more bad times filled with jealousy and hate, shame and degradation, hunger and broken beds which stank of cats and dead rats.

What did Friederika retain from her theater days? Her face had been round but now it is square. Her limbs were light but now they are now heavy. She had a head full of hair but now there is more in her comb than on her head. Yet she still has acting talent and still performs miracles with it. It isn’t worth wasting a moment on Schwanke and a thousand like him. When Friederika acts out their conversations, their anger, their rows and their delight, take care! However, from the time he tore himself away from the theater, Lemke had lost his talent and he became like everyone else. The favor that Mr. Lublin did Lemke rescued him from hunger and his father the pastor’s curses, that he should sink to the lowest depths, but he did not distort his features or change his shape from the one his Creator had given him. Lemke’s mother rightly said that now that Christian Liebbrecht Gotthold Firchtgut had found sanctuary with Mr. Lublin he needn’t fear his father’s curses, for the priests don’t rule the Jews.

Lemke tore himself away from the theater and he works for his employer and doesn’t lose sight of Mr. Lublin’s business. I would be surprised if Lemke’s father, that is to say, Lemke the pastor, doesn’t put on a greater act while giving his sermons in his church than Lemke the son used to do when he was still working in the theater.

Not so Friederika. She would often regard herself as if she were still going on the stage, as if she were still the star of Achmüssen’s company. On her own she behaved like any other woman, but when guests arrived her entire body proclaimed that here stands the star of the director Achmüssen’s theater company.

Schwanke’s facial expressions are ugly, except when Friederika acts them out for her guests, most of all his angry face when he picks a quarrel with the four shopkeepers in Mr. Lublin’s courtyard.

Once I said to Lisa Lotte Lemke, Friederika Lemke’s daughter, “One can’t say that there’s nothing of the actress in your mother.” Lisa Lotte made a face and assumed the appearance of both her mother and Schwanke in turn. I said to her, “You’re a polished actress, Lisa Lotte. If you had appeared onstage you would have been applauded.” She replied, “But now that I don’t appear on the stage I’m the same as all the other girls.” If I understood Lisa Lotte’s meaning this is the way she is, when a woman is onstage she looks like an actress, but offstage she is the same as any other woman.


Chapter Three
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Let’s leave the Lemkes and the Schwankes and look at the shops and the shopkeepers. Lemkes and Schwankes exist in every city at all times, but shops and shopkeepers like the ones in the old market in Böttcher Street are to be found only in Leipzig.

I compared the shops to crypts and the shopkeepers to bones from which the flesh has rotted away. Now I’ll add another simile. The shopkeepers look as if they were born with their shops. They are attached to their shops like the tortoise is attached to its shell, which surrounds it on all sides. Kings in shining armor ride on steel-clad horses and take land that is not theirs, a corner where the poor man can grow a few vegetables, and for these shopkeepers the shops are their corner and they are as ancient as the shops themselves. For the shops have already existed for over three hundred years while a man’s lifespan is seventy years and if he is strong, eighty years. You judge by the number of years but I judge according to the way they speak. Every time I hear them speak I feel that previous generations are speaking through them. I would be amazed if any member of this generation knows their dialect. If it surprises you that I understand it, it surprises me, too, particularly since I understand their speech while I have difficulty understanding their grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

They are four shopkeepers. The name of the oldest of them is the same as that of his grandfather’s grandfather Karl Anton Witzelrode the First who was the assistant of Andreas Bodenstein Karlstadt who used to shatter idols and gouge out their faces.

Witzelrode is like his merchandise. Objects that used to decorate the houses of previous generations lie in his shop without our having seen a hint of them. When a person asks about a certain artifact the old man shakes his head to say that he doesn’t have it. The person asks about another artifact, and again the old man shakes his head to say he doesn’t have it. Even though the shop is filled with various objects and it is certain that the ones that have been requested are there as well Witzelrode is not in the habit of letting a single object out of his shop even for a large sum of money. We make do with new utensils by modern manufacturers that have nothing to offer but novelty and in our naiveté we imagine that they are good and beautiful.

I have praised the old objects but I won’t overstate their usefulness. I have learned from experience that their beauty exceeds their usefulness. Once Witzelrode agreed to sell me a mariners’ compass. I said, “From now on I’ll be able to orient myself.” Ultimately I realized the compass was as ignorant about directions as I was. It might first have known why the craftsmen had made it, but since it grew old it lost interest. Or perhaps its maker was afraid that the compass would find its way to places he did not like and he did something to it that would weaken its power.

Witzelrode, who never lets any object be taken out, realized that he had sold me the compass. If people who know the old man don’t know what this means how can I know?

Witzelrode, the man I am talking about, is not called Karl Anton as I said at first, but Joachim Hermann is his name. How could I have made such a mistake? Witzelrode the First, this Witzelrode’s grandfather’s grandfather, is the one who misled me. I was not alone in this misapprehension, he and others were wrong as well. He, because he didn’t think it worthwhile to correct everyone’s mistakes, and they, in order to bestow the grandeur of history on a man like themselves.

But for the war that allocates food coupons to everyone and inspects every name, he would have left the world with his wrong name and the priest would have mentioned the wrong name in his Requiem prayer and they would have engraved the wrong name on his tombstone. But now that we know his name we use it correctly. Joachim Hermann is his name, this is what he was called in the Thomas Church on the day they dipped him into the baptismal font. As he grew up they noticed that he had a good voice and they added him to the children’s choir that sings accompanied by the organ.

In his old age dreamt that he was singing with all the children with his best friend standing at his side, his curls caressing his cheek as he sang, and he spent the rest of the day in wonder.

All the children he had played with during his childhood and his relatives and friends with whom he had grown up on the outskirts of Leipzig were all already dead. Some of them died of various illnesses, others in the wars that were bound to come. For the world is never free of war, but today a man stands on one side of a country and kills a man in another country with all kinds of weapons able to kill from near and far, destroying many men at once. In wars of days gone by the killer and his victim saw each other. Not only on the battlefield but even afterwards, one in his grave, the other in his bed at night, and even sometimes during the day, at the market or in the field. We haven’t read anything about this in textbooks or history books. We’ve heard things that are usually not talked about from people who knew about them. I’ll give an example.

Once an old farmer went to a celebration of his son or his grandson and with him was his wife’s entire family of sons and daughters and her sons-in-law and daughters-in-law, apart from all kinds of relatives and relatives of relatives, all of them rich and people of the soil. They ate and drank until they could do so no more, then they bridled their horses, climbed into their carriages and left. On the way the old man’s eyes felt heavy and he dozed off. His pipe fell out of his mouth and onto his knees. Its heat burnt him and he stirred. A kind of dead skeleton stood in the roadway. He asked it, “What do you want?” The skeleton rattled its bones and said to him, “Why did you kill me?” As he looked at it he remembered that this was the enemy soldier who had earned him the decoration of a medal of bravery through killing him for the sake of king and country. This place they had reached was a military cemetery that had been ploughed up a few years before the last war.

How many generations have already preceded Witzelrode? No one is left of all the people who knew him in his youth. His three neighbors in the old shops in Böttcher Street have been sitting with him since his youth and they are very old, but when Witzelrode was a grown man they were still little. Not only Götz Weigel for whom Witzelrode was godfather, but neither Jakob Weinwurzel nor Adam Isba are as old as Witzelrode.

Even though their shops are beside his and he sees them every day he bears no affection for them, each for a different reason. The reasons have been forgotten but the feelings have not changed. He is distant even from Götz Weigel whom Witzelrode used to dandle on his knee. Since the episode of the goose he has not spoken to any of them or greeted them.

Joachim Hermann Witzelrode sits at the door of his shop, keeping himself to himself and the world at bay. He and his neighbors have already become used to not talking to each other. Similarly, if passersby ask him a question he does not respond to most of them. His lower lip hangs down below his mouth, sometimes shaking, sometimes resting, and because he keeps out of every conversation he is free to think to himself and he sits and remembers things that are forgotten, or perhaps he doesn’t but we attribute to him what we believe rather than what we know.

Joachim Hermann Witzelrode sits, his head down against his chest, his hands in a woman’s muff and a little blue cap on his head. His head is curved and his tongue rolls in his mouth. It would be a useless enterprise for him to wish for teeth because they fell out when he was young. There is one reason for both the muff and his teeth, although the muff is in his hands while his teeth escaped because of something that happened. Once he was strolling with his fiancée and her mother was accompanying them. In days gone by even the gentiles practiced modesty and a young man and a young woman did not go out without a chaperone before their marriage. While they were walking a Saxon army officer rode by on his horse. He noticed the young woman, snatched her up and rode away with her on the horse. The army officers didn’t have their way only with Jews but with their own people as well. The young man ran after the horse, reached his fiancée and grabbed the muff in her hands. The officer struck him in the teeth, but the young man held fast to the muff. This is the story of the muff and the teeth. Regarding the cap on the old man’s head, if it is from those days why has he color lasted? If it is new is it possible that this oldest of old men whose clothes, shop and merchandise are just as old as he is perhaps thought about dyeing the color of the cap on his head?

Reluctantly we leave this question without an answer, only to say that the old dye makers knew more about dyeing than he did.
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One of Joachim Hermann Witzelrode’s neighbors was Götz Weigel whose shop was adjacent to his. Götz Weigel was a knife sharpener. For brevity’s sake I’ll call him the sharpener. Apart from polishing, sharpening and whetting he sells knives and cleavers and the kind of object whose use is obscure today. Objects that are not needed are put in the attic but those that are useful hang from the doors and walls, as they did during the time of his father who left him the shop, and probably they hung this way in his grandfather’s time but as much as a person preserves his forefathers’ customs he changes them without noticing that he has done so. From the time everyone began buying factory-made products Weigel regarded his merchandise as unsellable. When someone comes to buy he responds to him limply because he has forgotten the rules of salesmanship. When the customer leaves, he claims to be free to return to his work. If the customer does not leave because he prefers hand-made tools to manufactured ones the sharpener replies by showing one to him and telling him the story of the tool and what happened at the time of its manufacture, like craftsmen who remember what was happening in the world through the tools they used at that time. When he sells a tool, he replaces it with another. Even though the tools are replaced the shop’s appearance has not changed, just as a craftsman knows how to organize his instruments.

Götz Weigel is old. He is not as old as Joachim Hermann Witzelrode his neighbor from the time he was his godfather, or as Jakob Weinwurzel or as Adam Isba, his neighbors on the left-hand side, each of them as old as the other, but he is indeed old, yet he does not look his age. He is as lively as a young man and he speaks sharp-wittedly. His work is like his speech. Last Friday I went with Rabbi Jonathan to fetch a knife he had given him to sharpen. The sharpener held out the knife and Rabbi Jonathan examined it. He paid him and said, “It is sharp and smooth.” The sharpener replied, “The war’s teeth are sharper. I would be surprised if they did not grow larger through overeating.” I was convinced that he was referring to Germany’s enemies but because he said that all of them are the same I realized that he meant Germany as well.

I said to Rabbi Jonathan, “Did you hear what he said? While our fellow Jews in Germany are fervently sacrificing their bodies, souls and fortunes to Germany’s war, a German gentile says such a thing!” Rabbi Jonathan listened and said nothing.

Rabbi Jonathan was born in Russia but since the war is between Germany and Russia, and even though he became an Austro-Hungarian citizen and Austria and Hungary are allies of Germany, he was careful because in a time of emergency any unnecessary word might say too much.

When we drew near to his house he invited me in and said, “You asked me whether I had heard the knife sharpener’s conversation and I didn’t reply to your question. I’ll reply now. The knife sharpener’s words disturb me not because of what he said but because of what you said about all the Jews of Germany, that every Jew in Germany devotes his soul and his money to Germany’s war and a German gentile says something else. Why this disturbs me is because after the many years the Jews have spent in Germany they will knock on the gates of Paradise and say, ‘Open up for us and prepare us golden thrones because we sacrificed ourselves and our children and our money for Germany’s war.’ They will reply, ‘First let us see in the heavenly record books how much charity you gave to the poor, how much money you donated to Jewish education.’ They then discover that all the money they gave to Jewish education and to support the poor is no more than a coin against the fortune they wasted on Germany’s war, apart from the souls who died in the war. They say, ‘You are the stupidest people in the world and you should have learned from what that gentile said.’ ”

I leave our brethren knocking on the Gates of Paradise, which are not opened for them, and I’ll tell you the story of a young woman and her husband, the soldier.

While we were sitting together a woman came in to ask the Rabbi a question. He went with her into the library but left the door open since he was alone with her. I thought, it is not proper to leave a Jewish home on the eve of Sabbath without wishing the rabbi “Shabbat Shalom” so I waited for him. After he and the woman emerged he said to his wife, “As you know, this woman from Nordhausen cannot return home before the Sabbath.” The Rabbi’s wife understood the problem and invited her to stay with them over the Sabbath.

The woman, said, “I’ll spend the Sabbath among Jews and I’ll hear the Kiddush and Havdalah and say ‘amen’ while my husband, who hasn’t seen a Jewish face for a year and a half, hanging between the living and dead, sits alone like an outcast.”

The Rabbi’s wife went into the kitchen and the woman from Nordhausen went to help her prepare the Sabbath meal. I remained with the Rabbi in the front room.

Rabbi Jonathan said, “Oy, if only I could suffer in place of these poor Jewish women. Come with me to the library.”

We went into the library. He motioned to me to sit down in his chair and he leaned against the bookcase. While I was sitting and he standing he began to tell the story.

“This woman, originally from Galicia, lives in the city of Nordhausen. Her father had a shop in Nordhausen that sold chickens and eggs. When his business began to flourish he remembered a nephew in Galicia who was out of work because any hope of earning a living there was barred. He invited him to come to Nordhausen.

“He was a decent and intelligent young man and when he took him into his business he realized that he hadn’t been wrong about him. He thought about him for his daughter. As it happened they were in love with each other. In fact, they had fallen in love before he thought about it. They were married. Virtually while they were still standing under the wedding canopy the war came.

“The bridegroom left his home to go to war and the bride returned to her father’s house. Within a short while he also had to join up. I didn’t hear whether this was to the front or for local civilian work. I heard only that the Russians had taken him. Whether as prisoner-of-war or as a hostage the good Lord only knows. At any rate he didn’t return.

“Let us leave the woman’s father and I’ll tell you about the woman and her husband.

“The man went to war and the woman received compensation from the Empire as did all the soldiers’ wives. She couldn’t remain idle because she had been working since childhood. She reopened her father’s business, which had been closed since he had left to go to war. There was nothing for her to do in the shop. The chickens and the eggs used to come from Galicia but since the outbreak of the war its cities had been destroyed and their inhabitants sent away, the young men to the war and the rest to Bohemia, Moravia and Hungary. The cities that were not yet surrounded by the Russians couldn’t survive, so how could others support themselves? Even if they could find something to send to Germany the roads were crumbling because of the troops or damage. The woman had nothing to buy or sell. She gathered up her wedding gifts, some to be used as collateral and some to sell, she bought foodstuffs and opened a grocery store.

“She earned nothing from her store. When food is rationed what income can a shopkeeper expect from his shop? At any rate the shop rescued her from idleness and boredom.

“Let us leave the woman and her business and return to her husband.

“He went into battle and fought in many theaters and campaigns. God was with him for he came out of all of them hale and hearty after saving the lives of many of his comrades. His superiors noticed him and wrote letters of recommendation about him so that he received military commendations. Because he was so well regarded he was accepted into the Alpine Corps, a unit of well-bred soldiers who had never had a Jew among them.

“To this point everything was fine and well. He would write letters to his wife about every important and less important event in his camp. Not a week went by without a letter filled with longing. The woman was overjoyed to receive the letters because she hoped that he himself would soon be able to come home. She might not receive a letter for a week but the following week a bundle of letters would arrive. She would sit in her shop or in her house and read the letters. From the time she had first learned to read she hadn’t read as much as during that time. The Lord’s deeds are great. We have only to obey His laws and hope for redemption.

“One week no letter came. None arrived for a second week. She wrote to him but didn’t receive a reply. She wrote to him again but there was no reply. A year went by like this, without her hearing anything from him. Her neighbors told her that if something had happened to him she would have heard from the army but since they hadn’t said anything, it seemed that nothing had happened to him. They told her to put on her best clothes and not blind herself with tears. ‘Suddenly,’ they said, ‘your husband will come home and you will wonder how your heart didn’t tell you he was coming.’

“She dried her tears and began knocking on the doors of offices and consulates. She came to Leipzig and asked me for advice. I did what I could to advise her and give her some practical help.

“She came back to ask a question today. Yesterday she received a telegram from her husband to say that he had been given eight days’ leave and he would arrive in advance of the Sabbath. The telegram was delayed, reaching her at the very moment her husband entered their house.

“When God grants favors everyone adds to them. The husband had just managed to take off his kitbag and put down his weapon when they delivered a bundle of letters he had written a few weeks earlier, together with letters he had sent her a few months previously and those he had mailed a few days before. As Scripture says, ‘While he was yet speaking, there came another.’ A letter arrived from the Austrian consulate. While he was yet speaking there came another: a letter concerning her husband who had disappeared. While he was yet speaking, there came another: the secretary of the city council would be happy to inform her face to face that the Austrian army had sent a letter saying that her husband is alive and that they had encouraged him to write to her. While he was yet speaking, there came another holding a document from a place whose door she had knocked on a few months earlier and she had waited for a response every day. Now that her husband had come home the response came as well. This was like someone who had first said the grace after meals and then been given a prayerbook for saying grace.

“So the husband returned to his wife. She set a table and served him food and drink that she had at home and from her shop and then spent the night at her neighbor’s. Early in the morning she went to Leipzig because in her city of Nordhausen there was no ritual bathhouse. When she was ready to return to Nordhausen she heard that the train was late and there was no guarantee that she would return home before the Sabbath began. Since even a suspicion of Sabbath desecration is very severe I told her not to travel.”

After Rabbi Jonathan had told me the story of the woman he moved away from where he had been standing and said, “I will now peruse my books.” He asked, “Why have I not read them until now? Because I was taught by the late Rabbi Schwadron, of blessed memory, on the day he ordained me, that if someone asks you a question and the law is clear, and you have not a scintilla of doubt, and you have given the right answer, you should still go and consult the halakhah afterwards because sometimes after a teacher has proclaimed the law the halakhah might regard itself as being unnecessary and liable to be forgotten. Therefore every teacher should review the law in order to refresh his memory of it.”

I left Rabbi Jonathan and went home to prepare the Sabbath meal.
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I return to Götz Weigel. Weigel was Witzelrode’s closest neighbor. Their shops were divided by a single wall. Witzelrode did not love his neighbor. He had neither greeted him nor returned his greetings for about seven years. His skin was wrinkled, his bones were dry, his body was like a dead man’s, and the anguish Götz had caused him lived on in his heart as if it had just been created.

The time has come to tell you some of the story.

Witzelrode loved geese. Every year he would buy a goose which he kept in his shop, feed and water and pamper it, and he would celebrate every ounce of weight it gained and the beautiful white feathers it grew, like the ones used by council clerks to write their deeds in days gone by when they didn’t yet use iron nibs that pierce the paper and spoil the writing. Through love of his geese he would give them affectionate names like the ones he called the wife his mother had found for him after his fiancée’s kidnapping. At night the goose would sleep in the shop and during the day it would waddle between the shops and throughout the yard, raise its head at the passers-by and honk with contentment and good nature. No one harmed it, because Schwanke, the enemy of the four old shopkeepers, who would yell at them for still being alive without paying rent on their shops, hadn’t yet been born.

Love, brotherhood, friendship and peace reigned in the courtyard and the neighbors would regard the goose affectionately and feed it from their plates without begrudging it the food that they couldn’t enjoy because their teeth had fallen out. Götz Weigel was especially fond of Witzelrode’s geese. Not only due to neighborliness but because of the geese themselves and their impertinence that amused him. He would tickle them on their necks and say “killi, killi, killi,” the way he used to treat his granddaughters when they were little. He doubly doted on the one goose that epitomized all Witzelrode’s geese. With great affection he would call it a policeman. Why a policeman? Because it would stare officiously at everybody like the police on the beat in the city, even though it was a female goose when it was still unusual for women to do men’s work, particularly to appoint women to the police force. This faulty practice was instituted during the war. Once all the men had joined up and the only ones left in the country were women, children and the elderly, the elderly did nothing and let the women do the men’s work. The women abandoned their homes and their children to perform their civic duties. Official government duties had been given to them and they did not give them back. This is what a country was like in wartime, when women did what a woman shouldn’t do and the children growing up in the meantime behaved childishly and people who survived the war did not do what people should do. Let’s leave the state with its creators and we’ll tell you what Witzelrode did with his geese.

On Christmas Eve two or three hours before the holiday began he would soak a cloth in water and wipe the goose until it was so clean that there was not a grain of dust to be seen on it. He throws the cloth away, closes the shop, carries the goose under the arm closest to his heart and goes home. When they are home he gives it water and food and tells it to eat and drink and speaks to it affectionately in honor of the day and because it loves him. It obeys him and eats and drinks. He goes upstairs to his bed and takes an iron cleaver from underneath it. He places the cleaver on the doorstep and returns to the goose. If its bowl is empty he adds food; when it is not empty he raises the cleaver and brings it down on the goose’s head or aims for the neck until the head and the neck have been separated from its body and fall beside it while its blood flows from its corpse. Once it is dead he goes to his stove, lights it and plucks the goose’s feathers. Alternately standing and sitting, he roasts the goose and eats it on Christmas night with other delicacies such as we have not seen in wartime or after. He eats the leftover meat on the second day of the festival.

One year at the beginning of autumn Witzelrode bought himself a beautiful fat goose of a type he hadn’t come across in all the years he had been keeping geese. This is the goose I have already mentioned, the one that Götz Weigel would affectionately call a policeman. Witzelrode loved it with all his heart and would caress its head and stroke its feathers and give it every loving name that no young woman at that time could aspire to. Don’t be surprised because in days gone by girls wouldn’t look at their lovers until they had dragged a word of love out of them and the lover would suffer almost unto death until she beckoned with her little finger, and then love would grow and supply him with words to say.

4

A beautiful young woman lived near Witzelrode. She wasn’t as fat as the ones whose body takes up the entire bed and not so thin that they have to use a candle to find her in the bed, but in between so that one can wrap an arm around her and escort her to where one wants to go. Witzelrode regarded her as a future wife, because from the time that his wife died, the one his mother had given to him after the cavalryman had kidnapped his fiancée, he had been a widower and never close to a woman. He wasn’t used to women and didn’t know the words you say to a woman when you want her to love you, so for many days and nights he had still not found the appropriate word to please this woman.

It was almost Christmas. Witzelrode said, “I’m about to roast a goose for the Christmas Eve meal and eat it alone, but there is enough goose to feed two, especially a young woman like this who has a full, rounded shape. I open the door. My neighbor smells the aroma of a roast. She thinks, ‘This aroma of roast must be Witzelrode’s goose.’ Even though she speaks in a whisper I hear every word. I go up to her and say, ‘Dear neighbor, would you perhaps like to share my humble meal on the eve of the birth of God who deigned to be made flesh?’ She looks down at her feet and I do too. I see that she seems to want to go but doesn’t move through politeness. I repeat the lofty idea to which I have given words. The idea takes root and engages the heart. Ursula comes into my room. We sit together and take our time over the meal until the bells begin to ring. We get up and go to the church. After Christmas the two of us visit the council to register our names as a couple and from there we go on to old Paul. The old man jiggles his white curls with every word I say, and because he has understood what I have said he gives me his hand to help him rise from his chair. I help him up and bring him to the church. He puts on his robe and his mitre and prepares to bless the sacrament of marriage.”

Three days before Christmas Witzelrode cleaned his house and brought fine utensils from his shop to decorate the room where he and Ursula would have the Christmas Eve meal. After he had cleaned the room and set out the dishes he went to the old market where one could buy everything cheaply and he brought fruits and vegetables and all sorts of spices to enhance the cooking and stimulate the appetite. He also tidied himself up. He went to the barber and had his moustache and beard trimmed and the barber’s scissors cut the hair in his ears and in his nose and while he was having his nose hair trimmed the barber praised it for being as thick as that of a man whose good fortune dances in front of his nose and he needs only stretch out his hand and grab it.

He returned home and opened a chest with an arched lid, took out underwear and soap and a comb and went to the bathhouse. He washed himself with soap and hot water and rinsed his head with cold water and put on his underwear. He left the bathhouse and went into his shop and polished his shoes with oil, because oil preserves the shoe leather from drying and also prevents the feet from feeling cold. He changed his clothes, tidied what remained of his hair, gave food and water to the goose and watched the snow that had begun to fall in honor of Christmas Eve. The snow had barely begun to show itself when it stopped but it managed to make his shoes seem as if they had never seen a brush.

He returned to his shop and drew a cloth over his shoes, wiping away the melted snow. While holding the cloth he thought of giving Ursula a Christmas present. He put down the cloth and examined his utensils to see which he should choose. He was moved by their beauty which distracted him from his beautiful neighbor. He saw a reflection of himself in a polished mirror standing between the utensils. He saw himself in it, his hair tidy, his face freshly washed. He remembered why all this had happened, that he had wanted to give her a gift. He stretched out his hand to pick up a fine object. He saw a finer object which said to him, look up, Joachim Hermann and see what you are choosing for yourself.

Meanwhile the interior of the shop was darkening as an old shop darkens with the setting sun. All the artifacts were covered in dusk. All that could be seen was the polished mirror that Witzelrode had chosen to give to Ursula. It was made of metal, from long before they had invented glass mirrors, and the women would look in them and adorn themselves. A pleasant fragrance emanated from the mirror’s handle which was made of ivory. The hands that had held the mirror and the faces that had looked in it were already decayed in the earth with their lovers, but the fragrance of the mirror’s handle hadn’t yet faded. Witzelrode picked up the mirror and wrapped it in some paper, closed his shop and went to his house like a groom going home to his bride.

I now summarize all these events. He cleaned his house and set his table and went to the bathhouse and washed his body and put on clean underclothes. He left the bathhouse and went to his shop. On his way he stopped in at the barber to look in the mirror. He left the barber and went to his shop. He polished his shoes with oil and gave the goose food and water. It ate and drank, which gave them both pleasure. After it had eaten and drunk it began to wander around the yard and raise its head at the passers-by. Witzelrode returned to his shop to change his clothes, to close the shop and to transform the goose into a delicacy for him and Ursula, whom he had decided to release from her widowhood.

While he was thinking about the goose as a delicacy for dinner it was hopping about in the yard as if it had its entire life in its hands. Götz, his neighbor, was waiting for his beloved godfather to leave his shop since he wanted to wish him a happy Christmas.

Götz didn’t like the festivals that made him stop work, and that led to boredom. But for the festive meal that had been prepared for him he would have done without the Redeemer’s birth, but since it was customary to celebrate the festival and to wish everyone a happy Christmas he waited for his godfather, to give him his Christmas greetings.

He stood in front of his shop and watched the passers-by, rushing and hurrying and carrying countless parcels filled with gifts for their wives and sons and daughters. The one who had no wife or children was rushing to his mistress or some woman with whom he would spend the night.
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A certain villager came to Götz Weigel. He was tall and broad and smelled like cheese, because he made rounds of cheese for wholesalers and individuals. On Christmas Eve when there were many customers and time was short and every hour was as precious as gold the knife he used to cut the cheeses for the customers broke, for people who eat cheese are not like the one-size standard model of cheeses. One man’s belly is hefty, his pockets are full, his coins are plenty and his appetite is great and he takes an entire round of cheese; and there is another for whom half a round or a quarter or even less is sufficient and the cheesemonger must cut for each one according to his pocket. Inasmuch as the majority required the least but caused the greatest trouble, the knife became damaged and it broke. He wouldn’t use the knives that resembled a kind of saw that saws the cheese just as trees are sawn, but he used a knife that cuts foodstuffs. When his knife broke he couldn’t find another one. He went to the city to buy a new knife. He visited all the shops but couldn’t find knives in any of them or in the kind of shops that proclaim that they have anything that anyone could want, apart from when they transform themselves into offices whose workers act as if they were officials. People said to him, “If such a knife exists in the world you’ll find it in those old shops in the courtyard of Böttcher Street. Hurry to Götz Weigel the knife sharpener. If he has not yet died of old age he may still be alive and sitting at the door of his shop to see if anybody needs his merchandise.” He shook a leg and went off to see Götz Weigel.

He found him standing by his shop and rattling his keys like a shopkeeper preparing to shut his shop. He asked, “Are you Götz Weigel who makes knives?” He replied, “And if I am, what of it?” He asked “Would you possibly have the knife I am looking for?” Götz wanted to say the words the speaker enjoys saying but that infuriate the hearer, because he was offended that the man had expressed doubt about his knives. He smelled the man’s odour and sneezed. When he stopped sneezing and his nose settled down he remembered that Christmas Eve is a time of goodwill towards men. He overcame his anger and said to the cheesemonger, “What kind of knife do you want?” He replied, “At any rate not those factory-made ones.” The knife sharpener clapped him on the shoulder and said, “It’s worth my while showing something to a man like yourself.” He showed him the knives hanging on the door and the walls. The cheesemonger glanced at them and said, “If I wanted a knife to cut the nails of a suckling infant or one to mark the bread because of my family’s greed, the knives you have shown me would be good enough, but now that I am looking for a knife for the rounds of cheese I make, each one as large a wagon wheel, I must tell you it would not be anything like the ones you are showing me.” Götz said, “To prevent your saying that you haven’t found a knife at Götz Weigel’s I’ll show you a knife my father made for the day he was awarded the title of craftsman but I’m showing it to you not to sell it but to show you an exceptional knife, that’s why I’m showing it to you.”

He reached up towards the ceiling and took down a long box fastened with copper clasps decorated with various engravings. He shook the dust off the box and opened it. In it was a knife that would strike fear even into the heart of the Angel of Death.

The cheesemonger’s eyes lit up with excitement. Seeing this, Götz asked, “Do you see that policeman? If I plunge the knife into his head or draw it across his neck, he will lie dead at your feet.” The cheesemonger said, “I don’t see a policeman or a policeman’s shadow and if there were a policeman here I doubt he would offer you his head or his neck to test your knife on.” The knife sharpener said, “You say there isn’t a policeman here, so listen to what I have to tell you. Do you see this goose hopping about in the yard? We call it a policeman because it darts its head at everyone like a policeman on market days. Now that I have explained that to you I shall demonstrate the power of the knife.” He picked up the goose with one hand, settled it against his breast and tickled it on its neck and crooned “killi, killi, killi.” The stupid beast believed that he was spoiling and amusing it and answered every “killi, killi, killi” with “ga, ga, ga.”

Again Weigel scratched it with his finger and said “killi, killi, killi” again. While the stupid beast accepted every “killi, killi, killi,” it didn’t stop to wonder why he was doubling his affection. While all this was happening the knife sharpener took out the knife and drew it over its neck or perhaps over its head, or hit it on its head or perhaps on its neck.

The goose tried to see what he was doing. It saw the blood that soiled its white feathers which Joachim Hermann had wiped and cleaned with a damp cloth a short while before. It began to cackle in horror and fear.

Witzelrode was amazed when he heard this because the goose had never in its life made such a noise. He said, “I’ll go and see.”

He went out and saw the goose preparing itself for death and his neighbor Götz standing over it with his knife dripping blood.

Witzelrode didn’t roast a goose and didn’t invite Ursula his neighbor to the Christmas meal and didn’t say any of the words he had prepared to say to her. He never again spoke to Götz for good or for bad.

Götz brought him another healthy, fat goose and also gave him back the dead one. Witzelrode neither looked at them nor accepted them. Götz redoubled his efforts to be friendly but Witzelrode was not placated, not this year or in the years following. Even the widow whom Witzelrode had thought to release from her widowhood was unable to make peace between him and Weigel.

This was the story of Joachim Hermann Witzelrode and this neighbor Götz Weigel and of the goose. From now on it is the story of beautiful Ursula with whom Witzelrode had thought to share his Christmas Eve meal and rescue her from her widowhood.

Ursula tried hard to reconcile Witzelrode and Weigel but without success. She said, “I was convinced that Witzelrode was fond enough of me to do anything I asked him to but in the end he paid no attention to my pleading to shake hands with his neighbor. I was showing him how one should behave with neighbors.” Very soon she accepted another neighbor who had been courting her and married him.

Witzelrode remained alone and isolated in his widowerhood. He sat at the door of his shop that was not open to customers, his head bowed to his chest and his hands resting in the muff he had saved from his fiancée who had been kidnapped by the cavalryman.

All the assumptions from which history is made are no more than assumptions but the assumption we are making is close to the truth, that in addition to the story of the cavalryman who kidnapped his fiancée, Witzelrode remembers the goose which would have been a delicacy for him and his neighbor until Götz Weigel’s knife, made by his father the day he had attained the rank of craftsman, had forestalled him.


Chapter Four
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There is another workshop to the left of the knife sharpener’s. Even if you’re not looking at it its smell betrays its nature.

All sorts of leather implements bathed in a variety of colors are fixed onto the door and hang down from the doorstep and below. They are all made by the skillful hand of the craftsman who sometimes works sitting down and sometimes on his feet, because some jobs need to be done while sitting and others while standing. It is the same with thoughts. Some thoughts come to a person while he is sitting down and others make him jump up and prevent him from sitting down in peace. At first he says, good thoughts come while I’m sitting down and bad ones while I’m standing up. When he thinks about them he realizes that they all come from God, as the prophet Isaiah said in his book, “He forms the light and creates darkness, makes peace and brings evil, I, the Lord, do all these things.” The light and the darkness, the good and the evil all come from God.

Among the leather articles on the door bright, colorful, letters are joined to one to another on a signboard. Reading all the letters together you see the name and the surname of the craftsman: Jakob Weinwurzel. Jakob’s name was given to him the day he emerged from the baptismal font, Weinwurzel is his family name inherited from his ancestors. His given name is that of the third of the biblical forefathers and he enjoys observing the events of the world and finding equivalents for them in Scripture which he reads constantly, and he links his experiences to those of the third forefather.

Because God loved Jacob as it is written in the book of Malachi, “I have loved you,” He chose Jacob and offered Jacob’s descendants a revelation on Mt Sinai and gave them the Torah and brought them to the Promised Land. “He fed him with the fruit of the fields. He nourished him with honey from the rock, and with oil from the flinty crag, with curds and milk from herd and flock and with fattened lambs and goats, with choice rams of Bashan and the finest kernels of wheat. Jeshurun grew fat and kicked; They abandoned the God who made them.” He banished them from His land, as it is written in the Book of Kings, “He exiled the Israelites to Assyria and settled them in Halah, in Gozan on the Habor River and in the towns of the Medes.” There was no peace for them there and they suffered exile after exile, to Berlin, to America, to Frankfurt, and the land of the Czar, because we’ve noticed that Leipzig becomes filled with Jews from Russia at the time of the fairs. Since they were far from their own soil they searched for food without finding it. They opened shops, not like people whose hard physical labor brings them their bread, because God loves labor and even He labors, as it is said in the first book of the Pentateuch “And God completed His work that He had done and He rested on the seventh day from all His work that He had done.” But He is still laboring. He causes the sun to shine and hangs the moon in the heaven and brings out the stars and makes the earth bloom and sends down rain and gives seed to mankind, and kills and resurrects.

Jakob Weinwurzel’s wife gave birth to six sons and one daughter all of whom died, some through fate, others in the war or perhaps because of something shameful that they had done. There is nothing new under the sun. What will be will be. A war is raging today and one raged yesterday. The world is never free of war. Every nation prepares itself for war. They make war constantly. If you know of a generation that has not experienced war, you can be sure that it is preparing itself for war. Not you or I but our leaders, the most preeminent in the Empire.
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Jakob and his sons didn’t go to the war, he, because of his age, and they, because they were already dead. All six sons departed the land of the living, some in the usual ways people die and some in war. Their remaining child, a young daughter, also died. Her beauty was her destruction. Her fair skin drew the attention of the Angel of Death. I’ll tell you the story of my master and you will see that I’m not speaking in riddles.

A nobleman’s son desired the girl, as noblemen do when they see a pretty girl, just as we read about Shechem the son of Hamor who desired Dina. Even though he was a nobleman’s son and she, an artisan’s daughter, they would be seen shamelessly together in the parks and cafés.

One day, the Kaiser’s birthday, the young aristocrat invited her to see the fireworks that light up Leipzig’s sky to celebrate the day. The girl’s mother told her not to go and her father said, “It is not right, my daughter, to be out in all the noise and commotion.” The young man said, “Don’t worry, I guarantee your daughter’s safety and I’ll return her to you safe and sound.” The mother and father realized that if they forbade her to go she would go against their will and they trusted God to protect her.

A man should honor his father and mother as God commanded in the Ten Commandments, as it is written there, “Honor your father and your mother,” so that God will grant you a long life, as it is stated, “so that you may live long in the land.” God turns away from the one who does not honor his father and mother, as we have seen in the case of Jakob Weinwurzel’s daughter, and every other such young girl. For not everyone obeys the laws stipulated at Sinai, and written in Scripture and sealed with God’s seal.

So the young girl went out with the nobleman against the wishes of her father and mother. Along the way she grew tired and wanted to rest but there was nowhere for her to sit down. All the benches were filled with men, women and children. Her companion said, “There’s a hotel nearby, let’s go and have a meal.” They went to the hotel.

When the waiter realized that he was a nobleman’s son he jumped to attention. The young man asked him, “What do you have to drink?” He replied, “There is plenty to eat and drink.” The nobleman’s son invited the girl to sit at a table that had been set and the waiter served them bread, wine and boiled and roast meats. The girl ate and drank. They served her the finest food and drink that made her drowsy. The nobleman’s son took her to a red-painted room behind oak paneling, with images of naked young men and women painted on the walls. He laid her down on a soft bed and she didn’t know whether she was asleep or awake.

What happened that night was what happens at night, and the days following revealed what it had been. She told him about it. He took her to a doctor. The doctor did to her what a doctor should never do. God deemed this to be evil and He killed her as He had killed Er and Onan the two sons of Judah. When God created mankind male and female He blessed them and commanded them to be fruitful and multiply, but when a man disobeys His command and destroys God’s seed – God destroys the man.

Some time after the girl had died an important man came to visit her mother. He took off his top hat, peeled a glove off his hand and greeted her. She thought, “I hope my daughter didn’t touch the place where his Lordship has placed his top hat.” The man began to say words of consolation about the daughter whom God had taken. The girl’s mother hung her head in shame, for she realized that the matter was known in the city and the news had reached this important man and so she didn’t see that the man had laid down a bag full of money in front of her.

In the evening Jakob came back from the shop. She told him, “He brought us the price of the girl.” Jakob asked her, “Why did you accept the money?” She gave a great bitter cry, “Did I accept it?” He asked her, “Why didn’t you give it back to him?” Again she gave a bitter cry, “While I was still deep in my pain and shame he left in a beautiful carriage.” Jakob whispered, “What shall we do?” She answered angrily, “Do as you like, so shall I.” He whispered, “But what are you going to do?” She began to pace up and down in the room while muttering angrily, “Do as you like and so shall I.” She paced until her legs gave way under her and she fell. He picked her up and put her on her bed. He was sure that sleep would ease her disgrace. A short while afterwards she jumped off her bed and went on pacing while clenching and opening her fist and then she threw out what was in her hand, which was only air into air, while saying, “Here, sir, here’s your money.”

What happened to the money? The money disappeared on the day the girl’s mother died. Neighbors who came to comfort Jakob caught sight of a bag filled with money and one of them stole it. Some men give up their possessions and others take the possessions of others. The Lord God made them all. Jakob was right to be thankful to the thief who had freed him from daily having to see the blood money that had caused the death of the girl’s mother, even though the thief had disobeyed the commandment “Thou shalt not steal.”
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When did Jakob Weinwurzel’s sons die? The death of the ones killed in the war between Germany and France had preceded their sister’s death. The daughter had suffered the terrible events on Kaiser Wilhelm’s birthday but the wars had preceded Kaiser Wilhelm.

Four sons survived. One of them died in the German-Austrian war, not at the enemy’s hand but after a horse had kicked him. It was not the horse’s fault but that of the boy’s father. Why? Because there are bad thoughts that cause even righteous men to sin. When Jakob read in the Book of Joshua, “Do not be afraid of them, because by this time tomorrow I will hand all of them, slain, over to Israel. You are to hamstring their horses…” and so on, he was astonished, for can it be that since it is written in the book of Psalms, “The Lord is good to all; He has compassion on all He has made,” that He would tell Joshua to hamstring their horses? If you say that this is an allegory, read how the verse continues, “Joshua did to them as the Lord had directed: He hamstrung their horses,” and so on. A horse kicked Jakob’s son. Why did the horse kick the son rather than the father? Was it because of the verse that says the sins of the father will be visited on the sons, but Ezekiel said, “The wicked person will die for his sin”; but if it had killed Jakob and not his son, Jakob would never have known that “God is just in all His ways,” as King David said in Psalms. He exchanged the father’s death for the son’s so that the living should see and take this to heart.

He still had three sons. He still remembers the death of one of them. That day he was reading in the book of Ezekiel about the number of days the prophet lay on his left side. He had not reached the part about the number of days Ezekiel lay on his right side when the news came that his son had died.

When did his brothers die? Had they honored their father during their lives Scripture would have let him know the day of their death, which of them had married and how many sons and daughters they had borne. But they did not honor their father and lived wayward lives. He did not spare the rod in turning them away from their bad behavior but they were stubborn and did not learn their lesson. Day after day he would endlessly scold them, “Turn back, wicked children,” but still they rebelled. He stopped scourging them with words and began to whip them. They left the house and did not return and it didn’t matter to them that their mother wept like a mother whose children have gone. They didn’t let them know where they were living and if they married they did so without their father’s blessing. If they had children they didn’t say, “Our father Jakob is still alive and living in Leipzig, and perhaps it would comfort him to know that he is not a withered tree but that he has sons who also have sons.”
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Jakob Weinwurzel sits in his shop and works from early morning to sunset. Outside rages the most vicious war of all previous wars because earlier wars stopped at nightfall but this one does not stop day or night, it kills both on and off the battlefield, in the skies above and the seas below. All the instruments of war can be found in the Bible, apart from the submarine that makes its war under the sea. We know there was war on the sea as it is said (in the second book of the Pentateuch), “When Pharaoh’s horses, chariots and horsemen went into the sea…” and also on the Arnon and Kishon rivers, but those miracles took place a very long time ago and they happened to the Children of Israel when they were still beloved and they believed in God and His servant Moses. But in our time these submarines that make war under the seas are unimaginable and therefore the end of the word has come and with it the End of Days. At any rate for as long as man does not return to the ground from which he was taken he can’t be free of what is written (in the first book of the Pentateuch), “By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food.” He toils and earns his bread by the work of his hands, not like shopkeepers who deceive their customers through their dishonesty. Nowadays nobody knows Jakob Weinwurzel but in the past all Leipzig would seek his work, particularly the belts he made, and not only Leipzig but other places as well because people were not yet used to suspenders that allow a man to stretch himself self-importantly and grow tall thanks to the elastic of the suspenders that stretch with him.

Once, a theologian from the University of Halle said to him, “Jakob, if you make me a belt that fits me I shall call you a craftsman.” Jakob took one of the belts left to him by his ancestors at a time when food was plentiful throughout the world and people could eat and drink and gorge on meat. He added a hole to the belt because the theologian was a healthy man with a wide girth. He said to him humbly, “May his Excellency try this belt.” The theologian wrapped the belt around his belly and it fit him. He said, “Come and see what benefit the Creator of the World has provided. He even prepares a belt for His creatures. When I return to Halle I shall show up the cleverest professors who deny Divine Providence and who told me that I will not find the belt I have been searching for anywhere in the world.”

Let us praise the belts their makers praise.

In days gone by when people used belts because the belly had reached the last hole in the belt the belly would cry woe, woe is me because of what you put inside me, woe is me because of what you eat and drink. The belt-wearer would think, perhaps the time has come for me to eat and drink less so that my belly shouldn’t drag me down to hell. A bookkeeper would calculate that what this belly swallows in one meal no poor family eats in three days, but if he were God-fearing and shared his food with the hungry his belt would reward him in this world and the next. It doesn’t matter that these suspenders press down on his shoulders and rip his shirt and chafe his skin, still they gratify a man because the elastic in the suspenders allows him to make himself taller. And what is the outcome? When the elastic becomes worn the man will sink down and shrink, as the prophet Isaiah prophesied, “So people will be brought low and everyone humbled—.” Also he says, “Human pride will be brought down.” He also says, “The arrogance of man will be brought low and human pride humbled.” Isn’t it better for a man to be humble from the start rather than be pulled up by the suspenders bought in those shops?
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I have said a great deal about the craftsmanship of the craftsman so now I’ll say something about the craftsman himself.

He was short in stature and his beard was as long as on those statues in the old churches. He steadfastly refused to enter a church or hear a priest’s voice. There are forty places of worship in Leipzig and in forty years he hadn’t been seen within the walls of any of them because of what is written in the book of Isaiah, “Where could you build a house for me?” We have also seen what Solomon says, “So now I intend to build a house for the name of my God, in keeping with what the Lord said to David my father, ‘Your son, whom I will put on your throne in your place, will be the one to build the house for my name.’ ” And he says, “The house that King Solomon built for the Lord…” King Solomon was different because he was a friend of God’s, as it is explained in the book of Samuel, “Then David comforted his wife Bathsheba, and he went to her and made love to her. She gave birth to a son, and they named him Solomon. The Lord loved him. The Lord sent a message by Nathan the prophet. So he called his name Jedidiah,”—meaning “God’s friend”—“because of the Lord.” Because Israel sinned against God He sent Nebuchadnezzar the King of Babylon to destroy the Temple. When they rebuilt it in the days of Ezra and Nehemiah, and the Jews did not return to God with their whole heart and soul, the glory of God left the Temple and Titus and his armies destroyed it. Once the Temple had been destroyed the Lord chose to dwell throughout the world instead of Jerusalem alone, as we find in the book of Isaiah (chapter 6 verse three) “And they called to one another: Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is filled with His glory.” Who called to one another? The seraphs, because they are close to the throne of the Lord of hosts as it is said, “Above him were seraphim,” who know the mind of God even before His action, for when did they call, in the year of King Uzziah’s death. I’ve demonstrated something about Jakob Weinwurzel’s speech. Now I’ll say something about his looks. His beard is full and his jawbones slant up from it to his eyes, which sparkle playfully and trickle off like two bashful droplets. His eyes are red from reading too much, even though he reads only at night and only the Bible, in which the Lord lets men know what he wants from them.

At first, when he wanted to read he would light a kerosene lamp and sit reading until he became drowsy, but if God wanted to tell him more about the holy words He would give him the strength to read until daybreak. When the war came the price of kerosene increased because of the weapons that require kerosene and a man like him can’t buy a little kerosene for his lamp. So he reads by candlelight as in past generations who didn’t know that kerosene could illuminate the night. The rich would use candles and the poor would light woodchips. How would they do this? A stone tub stood in the middle of the room with a pierced tin on top of it and a chimney above it. They would insert the chips, which contained resin, and light them. When the chips went out they would relight them again and again. They would sit around the tub and do their work. What they couldn’t manage to do during the day they did at night. Women would sit and do what women do. They would weave, spin and pluck feathers and tell the stories they had heard from their mothers. When I was a boy people didn’t talk about what they had done or seen but what they had heard from those more elevated than they, because no man considered himself worthy enough to speak about himself. If a man was important others would talk about him. Men recounted what they had heard from their fathers, and women from their mothers. A father doesn’t tell his daughter everything he has told his son, and a mother doesn’t tell her son everything she has told her daughter. Weinwurzel recalled, “When I look back on the days of my youth I remember that only twice did my mother speak to me not in her usual manner, when every word that came out of her mouth began with a rebuke and ended with a slap on the cheek and between each one she pinched me so hard that she seemed to have kept half my flesh in her hand.

“When did my mother speak kindly to me? It was a bitter winter’s day. Mounds of snow reached the windows, which were etched with ice and it was very cold inside the house. My mother tried to light a fire in the stove but couldn’t because the chilblains on her hands had become infected. My mother said to me, ‘Jakob take my thick scarf and wrap it around your neck and take the old pot that the carpenter made a new wooden handle for, and go to our neighbor Kornfig and say “Good morning Madam neighbor” to her, and tell her that mother asks about her and that she requests two or three coals.’ When she has given them to you come back immediately and do not dream along the way until the coals cool down.’

“One other time did my mother speak to me in this way. It was a hot summer’s day, I was running around outside chasing flies so that I could pull off their wings. I became bored with them and I went inside the house to have a drink of water and to lie down under my parents’ bed, because the sun did not reach under there. I peeped out and saw my mother lying on the bed. I asked her, ‘Are you ill?’ She laughed and said, ‘No I’m not ill. Now go and see whether our speckled hen has laid an egg.’ I went to the rubbish pile next to the window and I found an egg. I ran back and gave it to my mother. She said, ‘As a reward I’ll show you a new pretty doll. But first bring me the blue cup.’ I brought her the blue cup. Mother cracked the egg into the cup, sprinkled brown sugar over it and ate it. After she had eaten she said to me, ‘Now I’ll show you the doll.’

“She showed me a kind of bundle shaped like an oblong cushion. She uncovered one end of the bundle to reveal something that looked like a damp red cloth. Mother smiled and said, ‘This is your sister.’ I told her, ‘This isn’t my sister. I don’t want a sister like this.’ Mother said, ‘She is tired from the journey. She hasn’t gone out for a moment since she arrived. Tomorrow you’ll see how lovely she is. Love her, my son, love her because she’s your sister.’ I pitied my mother for having to clutch a rag doll like this and I even felt sorry for the rag doll because it was so ugly. I don’t know where it had come from. See sir, I have gone on for so long that I have reached my sister’s birth. If it is not because of what is written, ‘The soul of man is the lamp of the Lord’ I don’t know why. Now I return to the layman’s lamp.”
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A stone tub stood in the middle of the room with kindling on which some resin remained. It was lit and a chimney that drew out the smoke stretched from above the tub. On a quiet night the smoke would go up the chimney to the outside. When it was stormy the smoke would come back down the chimney into the house and blind the eyes and grab the breath.

God understood His creatures’ troubles and revealed the kerosene’s ability to light the darkness. Everyone was talking about the kerosene. Some were overjoyed and declared, “We’ll see light in its light.” Others said that it was foolhardy for people to endanger themselves because while kerosene gives light it also burns.

A merchant brought a barrel of kerosene from the city and rich people said, “Let us try it.” They filled a small glass with kerosene and made wicks from cotton wool. They placed the wicks in the kerosene and lit them—and there was light.

Seeing this, the poor people said, “So what if the rich use kerosene, if their houses burn down they will build themselves fine new ones but our entire possessions would be consumed by the fire and we would never replace the things that were destroyed.” While some relished and others complained there were yet others who said, “We can also buy a liter of kerosene to light up the night. If we can’t afford to use a glass container because of its cost we shall make a jug out of tin.” In a short while everyone was making suitable vessels for the light of kerosene, different kinds for the rich and poor. The rich made many lamps, one for the sitting room and one for the room in which they baked and cooked, while for the poor one lamp had to suffice. The rich would light their lamps at twilight while the poor lit theirs for an hour at night.

How did they light them? They would rub two stones together and light a fire with them. Then when flints were invented they began lighting fires with them. Sensitive souls would keep away from them and light their fire with stones because the flints had a strong smell. Once matches had been invented, easy to light and without a strong smell, everyone began to use matches.

We might have rejoiced that God gave man the knowledge to improve his lot. But what do people do? They make war. We might have said: Let the warmongers make war and we’ll live our own lives. Then come the stockpilers and grab all the things we need for our lives and hide them in order to sell them later at an inflated price. A man wants a candle and can’t find one anywhere. Why? Because all the candles have been hoarded and people like us aren’t able to buy a candle to give us some light. So what do we do? We do without the large candles and use the thin ones that the stockpilers disdain. We can read what we already know by their light but we can’t use them to read what we don’t already know. The thin ones are good at hiding themselves away. You struggle to find them and then they cost a fortune. Everything becomes dearer except a man’s life.

His neighbors ask him, “Why don’t you install gas lights like everybody else?” He answers, “When is the gas in Leipzig lit and when is it extinguished? It is lit at twilight and put out five minutes before midnight, but what if a man is used to going to bed in the early evening and nods off to sleep for four hours and then gets out of bed to read the Holy Scriptures from midnight and beyond?” That’s one reason. There is another reason that he does not reveal to everybody but he did reveal it to me.

The heavenly lights that our God created, the sun to govern the day and the moon and stars to govern the night, sometimes shine brightly, sometimes less brightly. There are bright places and duller places, but gaslight, which is created by man, has an equal light everywhere, every night, at the beginning and the middle of the month, in the four corners of the room and at its center.

There is another man-made light. It is like a kerosene lamp and a candle but also unlike them. It is like them because it can be moved from place to place and room to room, but it is not like them because it doesn’t require matches. It is lit as if of its own accord and goes out as if by itself. You place your finger on it and it lights up, you press it and it goes out. It lights up but it does not light anything else and its light is cold and does not give off any heat and only the rich are able to bring it into their homes. The rich need its light in their houses and in their bedrooms; the poor can stand outside and see how it illuminates the rich.

There is another light called carbide. It gleams in the workshops, in the artists’ houses and at the gates. Why doesn’t Jakob Weinwurzel need its light? Had I asked him he would have told me the reason because he has considered me to be a person of importance since the day we first came to know each other.
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When did I first get to know him? It was the day I was given permission to live in Leipzig. I knew his work but not the ideas he kept to himself.

I returned from the City Hall and from Dr. Paul Bötticher who had noted on my birth certificate that I was permitted to live in Leipzig. I knew that it was not on my account that I was allowed to live in Leipzig but that of Mr. Lublin who recommended me to Dr. Paul Bötticher, the man responsible for foreigners living in Leipzig and who had granted me the permission. I went to Mr. Lublin’s store in Böttcher Street to thank him for all the kindness he had shown me.

As I entered the courtyard in Böttcher Street I heard a shriek. Schwanke was quarreling with the four old men who were sitting in those four ancient workshops. I didn’t yet know what the quarrel was about. Between shrieks I learned the reason for it.

When Mr. Lublin bought the old courtyard he discovered four old men sitting in the four workshops that were there. Usually when a person buys a house and finds that tenants are living there he either raises the rent or replaces the old tenants with new ones. Mr. Lublin didn’t do this, he neither increased their rent nor forced them to leave. According to the law they should have offered to rent the shops as they had always done until Mr. Lublin bought the courtyard and the shops. Now they are living there with Mr. Lublin’s permission while paying absolutely nothing. That is why Schwanke began quarrelling with them. Although Mr. Lublin remains silent, Schwanke does not.

After the quarrel had ended and Schwanke returned to his post and his work, I stood and gazed at those workshops. I noticed that one of them was a shop of leather objects, among them a collection of fine belts.

I said to the beltmaker, “Show me a belt.” He said, “Show me your belt.” I asked him, “Do I want to sell my belt or buy a new one?” He said to me, “The one you are wearing may still be serviceable and if we repair the old ones there is no need for new ones.” I thought, why should I niggle, I’ll show him my belt. I took off my belt and showed it to him. He examined it and said, “Take a seat, I’ll mend it for you.”

He picked up a knife and cut away part of the belt that was worn and added a few holes closer to the buckle because the war reduces the food supply and diminishes the flesh. Today the belt fits you and you fit it and tomorrow it is too large for you and there’s not enough of your body left to fill it. I took out my purse to pay him.

He said, “I haven’t finished my work yet.”

I asked him, “What do you still have to do?”

He said, “Let’s wait and see.”

He picked up a sponge and drew it over the belt. He held the belt up to the light and drew the sponge over it again. He did this two or three times. Finally he handed me my belt and said, “Put it on.”

I paid him his fee and said, “You have given me a perfect belt.” He said modestly, “Work by those banished from the Garden of Eden must be exceptionally beautifully done.”

Noticing my surprise he said, “Adam and his wife, where did they come from? Not from the Garden of Eden? What was written about them in the third chapter of the first book of the Pentateuch? ‘They made themselves girdles.’ Therefore the art of belt-making comes from the Garden of Eden, the first of the crafts made by man in order to be human on the earth because we have not discovered that any other handwork existed before the making of belts. Even God made leather articles as we read, “And the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins, and clothed them.”

I consulted the Bible for the source of the verse as I always do when I hear or read a verse in a foreign language, because one only understands the meaning of a text in its own language, for every translation changes it more or less, particularly in the Holy tongue where every word has many implications. I took the verse the beltmaker had quoted in German and read it in the language God Himself had spoken it.

The beltmaker asked me, “What did you say?” I replied, “I was searching for the source of the biblical verses you quoted me in German in the language that was spoken in the Torah.”

He stared at me in amazement.

After his amazement had abated a little he whispered, “Is it possible that someone knows the language God spoke to His nation Israel on Mount Sinai?”

I replied, “I am a Jew and I speak the language of my people.”

He stared at me in amazement.

After his amazement had abated a little he whispered, is it possible that you know Hebrew writing?

I said, “A little.”

As fleet as a boy he ran to Lemke’s house.

He ran very quickly and with one bound leapt up the staircase and with another he came down holding paper and pens in his hand. He went into his shop and took out a box. He adjusted the box and laid the paper and pens on it and whispered to me, “Would you be so kind as to write down those very verses in their language and as they were written.”

I told him that I would write them down.

He believed me but not entirely.

He gave me the pen, placed the paper in front of me and wiped the inkwell. When I sat down to write he said, “I’m afraid the passers-by will impede you so let us go into the shop.”

I followed him into the shop and sat down on a leather chair that stood beside the beltmaker’s table, I dipped the pen in ink and wrote. He stood beside me without moving and watched my fingers with the pen between them. Only his jaws moved without stopping.

Suddenly he touched me on my shoulder either through affection or fear that I was an illusion that is sometimes conjured by the imagination.

I dipped the pen in the ink and on the paper I wrote the verse, “And the eyes of them both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig-leaves together, and made themselves girdles.” Again I dipped the pen in the ink and wrote on the paper, “And the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins, and clothed them.” I placed two points at the end of each verse, one underneath and one above. The other nations of the world place two similar points before everything a man says to his friend, and in our holy book we put down two similar points at the end of each verse, for had we been worthy we would have known the entire Torah from one verse alone.

All the time I was writing the old man was shaking his head and he said, “Is it possible that someone knows the language that God spoke and in which he wrote the Torah?”

I should have said that I have come from the Land of Israel where they speak the Holy Tongue but if I had said so he might have said, “Since you are here and not in the Land of Israel you are just like all the other Jews the Land of Israel has rejected.” I should have said, “Even in Leipzig one hears the Holy Tongue every day in the synagogues.” But if I had said that he might have vilified them, like those learned Germans, steeped in the Scriptures and the Holy Tongue who write evil and bitter things about us. I knew when to hold my tongue and decided to remain silent.
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From this point on, whenever he saw me walking between the shops he grabbed my arms and pulled me into his shop, sat me down in front of him and went on talking, sometimes about what we had said a few days before and sometimes what he talked to himself about. Sometimes he had difficulty with a verse and he would tell me, “I know there is something in the verse that does not appear in its translation, that God kept to Himself and did not tell us, he only told His followers, the keepers of His covenant and those who knew His language.”

One day I found him in distress. I said to him, “You’re having difficulty interpreting a verse you have read.” He said to me, “Even in translation it cries out to me.” I asked him “Which one is it?” and he replied, “It is the second verse of the ninth chapter of Ezra.” “What does it say?” He said to me, “Ah, my friend it says bitter and difficult things that have no equal in wickedness.” I asked him, “What are they?” He replied, “Come and I will whisper them to you, ‘The princes and rulers have led the way in this faithlessness.’ ”

I said nothing and he also remained silent. Only his jaws moved.

A few minutes later he said to me very sadly, “Rulers should lead the way in everything good and be the first to stop everything evil but in the end the hand of the princes and rulers have led the way in this faithlessness.” I said to him, “Please tell me what evil you are referring to and which rulers you mean.” He whispered, “This evil that the war has brought into the world and the rulers who have caused the war.”

I said nothing.

He went on speaking: “I always wonder what these wars are for. If I conquer a place and I go to the place I have conquered I leave my own place because a man can’t live in two places at once, so I reluctantly leave my own land to go somewhere that isn’t my own. If this is the case, for what purpose are all the victories and all the conquests and all the wars? Is it only to spill blood? But the princes and rulers have led the way, because they have the power to stop the war and don’t do it but instead hold hands with the warmongers.” I asked him, “Why would they do this?” He repeated my question, “Why would they do this? They do it because they have abandoned the word of the Lord and immerse themselves in newspapers. If they were to consider the Holy Scripture they would not make war, because they would understand the outcome even if they defeated the enemy and conquered country after country. A stronger king would overcome them and do to them what they have done, just as we have seen in the Book of Judges, ‘Then Adoni-Bezek said, Seventy kings with their thumbs and big toes cut off have picked up scraps under my table. Now God has paid me back for what I did to them.’ Was the fate of Nebuchadnezzar or Belshazzar any better? When we open the Scriptures we see their end, as it is written in Psalms 37, verse 38, ‘The end of the wicked shall be cut off.’

“My neighbor Adam Isba shakes his fist at the war because it interferes with his livelihood and he can’t distinguish between us and our enemies who fight against us. My neighbor Götz Weigel says that a dire fate awaits us all, us and our enemies. After all, they had to distinguish between a nation of blood and lies and one that loves truth and peace, and if our Kaiser went to war against our enemies it was God who advised him to do so. But my heart aches when I see men without an arm, without legs, blind and lame because of the war, for could it be that God doesn’t go out with His hosts, as King David wrote in his Psalms, “You no longer lead our armies into battle’?”
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The war was at its height. Every day there were mounting casualties, the number of dead rose and there was no one in the country who could stop the war. Yet the sandman pretended not to see it and brought me a good dream in which the war stopped and the world was at peace.

In my dream I thought the roads have been cleared after the war and I can return to my country for now there is nothing to prevent me from going home.

I took down my suitcase to pack my things. I noticed that there was a tear in the suitcase. Because I hadn’t taken care of it, it had torn and now that the time had come for me to go home I couldn’t go, for how could I pack my things into a broken suitcase? Objects would fall out and get lost and I couldn’t go without my possessions because among them were things I couldn’t do without.

In the morning I remembered my dream. I decided to have a look at my suitcase. I examined it. It had been unbroken when I bought it from its manufacturer but now, suddenly, it was torn.

I thought it’s not in my hands to make peace between the warmongers or to clear the roads of the detritus of war but there is one thing I can do—repair my suitcase, for if peace is declared tomorrow and the roads are cleared of armaments I’ll pack my things into the suitcase and return to my country.

I took my suitcase to Jakob Weinwurzel to be repaired. As he looked at it he asked me, “Are you going somewhere?”

I didn’t say yes or no. I didn’t say no because if he heard that I wasn’t moving he wouldn’t hurry to repair my suitcase. I didn’t say yes because one does not lie about something that will become true.

He said, “I had a feeling that suddenly you would leave and I would not see you again. then I would think about you just as I think about those good people that God chanced before me and whom I will never see again.” He clenched his jaws so forcefully that I was surprised that he didn’t tear his skin.

A short while later he shook out the leather apron he was wearing, picked up the suitcase, set it down in front of him and said, “From the moment I saw you writing God’s writing those good people presented themselves to me again as on the day I had stood before them.”

I said to him, “You have mentioned ‘good people’ twice today, and you mentioned me in connection with them. You are a kind man because you have included me with these good people. But who are they and what kind of people are they?”

He answered, “I must first tell you how I came to the good people before I tell you about them, but you are in a hurry to get away.”

I said, “How can I travel when all the roads are cluttered by armies. I didn’t bring you the suitcase only to be repaired but just in case. In case the war comes to an end and the way is clear for me to pack my things in the suitcase and go home.”

He said, “Well then, sit down and I’ll tell you, but before I do so I have to explain how I came to them.”

I said, “We have time for you to tell and for me to listen. You haven’t been conscripted and I have to delay my return home so I’ll stay with you while you tell me about these good people you’ve seen. One doesn’t encounter good people every day and people don’t see the good in others. You are blessed, Mr. Jakob, that God has brought good people to you and that you have discovered them to be good.”

He stroked his beard and he looked at me fondly with his hand on his beard and with something in his gaze that I had never seen in a gentile.

I now tell his story of the good people and how he came to be with them and I am not leaving out anything that happened until he came to them. Even though they are not the main concern they are important because of the chain of events that brought him to them.
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In days gone by no man could become a craftsman until he had been apprenticed for many years to an older, well-known artisan. When his studies were completed his master allowed him to make an object. His master would approve of the object and would go with his student to the Master Craftsmen and inform them that his student had completed his studies and would like to be admitted into the guild. He showed them what he had made. They examined the object and asked, “How did he conduct himself?” His master replied, “If he had not behaved well I would have broken every bone in his body and thrown him out of my house and he would not have attained the honor of standing here before you to petition to become a member of the guild.” The Master Craftsmen ordered their clerk to sit down and write a license certificate admitting him into the guild. The apprentice then went from elder to elder, kissing each on the hand and saying, “I am very, very grateful.”

Three days later he returned to the clerk saying, “I am that person whom the artisans were kind enough to instruct your worship to write a certificate for me and if your worship would be kind enough to write it I will take it, but if your worship is not yet able to do so I shall return at a more convenient time.” The clerk handed him the license he had already written and wished him good luck.

He went from place to place and made something here and something there but didn’t stay long in any one city so that something would remain for those who came after him. When he was about to leave the city he went to the mayor with whom he had deposited his workbook. The mayor examined his workbook and saw that nobody had complained about him all the time he had been in the city. He dipped his pen in the ink and wrote that he had been in our city for a certain time without any hint of wrongdoing. Three years later he returned to his original place and opened a workshop. People came to him to have things made. Among them was a man, one of his master’s customers, who would say to him “Go to the one whom you have dealt with for a long time, for virtue precedes livelihood. Do not deprive an artisan you have learned from of his livelihood.” There are young men who establish themselves in their city and there are others who live with their spouses if they have had the opportunity to marry elsewhere.

He also married somewhere else but he returned to his ancestors’ place, to this city, this street and this shop. Had any of his sons survived he would have left him his shop as his father’s father had done for his father and his father for him, for when a man grew very old and ready to depart this earth he would tell his eldest son to take the keys and open the shop. Right away the city would hear that so-and-so the son of so-and-so had left his business to his son.

When his apprenticeship had come to an end and he received his certificate he travelled the world with a friend. One day they reached a place near Stuttgart. When the priest’s wife heard about him she directed him to her house and laid out her husband’s belts to have holes added to them. He was stout and his belly split his belts. The priest’s wife recognized the quality of his work and asked him, “Can you mend a leather cushion so that we can sit on it?” He said to her, “I know how to mend something old and make it new again.” He mended the old cushion and made it new. The priest’s wife said to him, “Do you know how to mend a broken belt?” He said, “I not only know how to mend the old but also to make something new.” The priest’s wife gave him the belt and he mended it.

In the priest’s house there was an orphan girl whose name was Klara. The priest’s wife said to her husband, “If this young man were to ask for Klara’s hand I would give it to him.” The priest said, “But if she leaves us who would fill my pipe, prepare my sleeping draught, warm my chair on winter’s nights, take off my shoes and help me tie my shoelaces?” They didn’t know that Jakob had heard their conversation. He waited for Klara all day until he found her alone. He told her what he had heard, and asked her for her opinion. She began to cry and so did he. They didn’t realize that the priest’s wife was listening. She said to Klara, “I see that I did not have to tell you what my husband and I have talked about. When his Lordship the priest wakes from his sleep, go and stand before him and ask for his blessing and I will be behind you and support your plea.” They did as she said, the priest blessed and married them. Three days later Jakob took his wife with him to Leipzig when his father was still alive. His father welcomed him with open arms and said, “I see that the time you have spent in a foreign land has turned you into a man. Now sit down and help me.” Jakob worked with his father. A short while later his father asked, “Why is my son waiting for me to die? I shall hand him my shop so that he does not have to wait until I die.” In the morning Jakob came in to say good morning to his father. The old man said, “Take the keys and open the shop. From this day forward you are the owner and I will leave it in your hands.” So Jakob sits in this shop where his ancestors had sat, but the shop will die with him because his sons are dead and their children and grandchildren will never know that they have an old grandfather in Leipzig whose time has come to depart this earth. Should any one of them have come he would have left him in charge and he would know that order had been restored in the world: a father hands down his property to his descendants who bequeath it to theirs and this is how it should be until the end of time.

What happened before this, that is, before he returned to Leipzig when he was travelling the world with his friend? In those days the world was still longer and wider than it is today and places were different from each other. One city was not like another nor were the villages alike. Even the inhabitants differed from one another. Nothing was the same. The only constant thing was that everyone was different from his fellow. The elderly would say that in the past people had been good and Weinwurzel says the same thing. After some thought he recalls bad people and bad deeds but this surprises him because there were people in that generation from whose good deeds one might have learned, except that the good kept to themselves and the rest of the world did as well.

So he and his friend travelled the world. They reached a place where no one understood their language nor did they understand the others’. They realized that they had reached Turkey which was once a Muslim kingdom that reached to our borders. We read about this in the first book of the Pentateuch (chapter twenty-five verse eighteen) “Over against all his brethren he did settle.” They came to a place that couldn’t be called a city because it had no market and no shops, and it wasn’t a village either because it seemed to have no borders. They found some people there who seemed to be Jews, but it was impossible to be sure because they were not engaged in trade and there were no shopkeepers among them, yet it was impossible to be sure that they were not Jews because according to the way they looked they could have been. They supported themselves by the work of their hands. They worked in brass and copper, wood and stone, basket and mat weaving and woven shoes since they did not wear leather footwear and they would make their shoes from certain plants plaited together. Everyone worked apart from the elderly who were infirm. What did the old people do? They would sit on the ground with their legs folded under them and sing songs. Once when Weinwurzel was hungry he saw a fig tree and ate one of its figs. After he had eaten he was filled with remorse and shame because he did not usually take what did not belong to him. The tree’s owner told him, “Take, brother, take, as much as you can eat. What is mine is yours. The soil is the Lord’s gift. All the food the soil provides is for everyone to eat.” How did Weinwurzel know what he said since he did not understand the language? There was a young Jewish man there, a typesetter from a city called Salonika who knew a little German and translated what the owner of the tree had said. This boy said, “While the owner was talking to you the old people were reading in their book that the heavens were the Lord’s but He gave the earth to men.”

Jakob Weinwurzel told me that he knew that these good people were of the true faith who knew what God desires us to be. “We could see this from their actions and the expressions on their faces. I wanted so much to ask them about the ways of the Lord but I couldn’t because I did not know their language. I am still filled with regret.”

Jakob Weinwurzel told me, “Once I dreamt that I was going to them. I had almost reached them but then I heard that they had died. Then I remembered a verse, ‘Enoch walked faithfully with God; then he was no more, because God took him away.’ I said to myself, because he walked with God, God took him away.”

Jakob Weinwurzel said to me, “I have mended your case and you’ll be leaving. You haven’t told me where you are going but my heart tells me that you are going to be with your brethren, and perhaps they are the ones I saw in my youth when I was travelling the world. If God has taken them then at least their children resemble them because it is not possible that the world has remained the same as on the day the Lord made heaven and earth, as it is said ‘These are the generations of the heaven and of the earth and there was not a man to till the ground.’ ”


Chapter Five
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The fourth shop belonged to Adam Isba. It was like its neighbors but different because they were full and his was empty. In the shop there were only a few crumpled, dust-covered boxes, and if someone peered into the shop the shopkeeper would say, “It’s empty, there’s nothing here. The war has eaten everything, swallowed all my goods.” He asks him, “Since you have nothing to sell why are you sitting in your shop?” Isba answers angrily, “Where should I sit, in a freezing house, beside an ice-cold stove? Their souls thirsted for war—this war against the French, against the English, against the Russians, against the Austrians.” But Austria is Germany’s ally and it is fighting Germany’s war and even though they removed the bullet the Austrian soldier shot into his skull in Germany’s war against the Austrians it still gnaws into his mind and he still keeps it in his house under a dome of white glass. If this war doesn’t take it as it has taken everything else the next war will.

Adam Isba’s shop was full until Germany entered the war. Toys and games filled it and there was not a woman or a child who didn’t visit him, affectionately calling him “Uncle Adam.” He was a great craftsman and he worked in wood, stone, rubber and wax, creating shapes and faces that would make people laugh. He even built a puppet theater and he would throw his voice and make the puppets speak in every language of the world. His puppets were not only of humans but also of animals and birds. Then the war came and changed everything. Fathers make war, sons pretend to be soldiers, women run after them and Uncle Adam’s shop is emptied of people. There is no demand for the toys that were popular during peacetime and he does not want to make the kind of toys the children want during wartime. Adam Isba sits in his empty shop and wages war on the war while sitting idly, doing nothing.

The owner of the Café Salzmann, Mrs. Salzmann, felt sorry for him because of the war that had reduced his income and cooled his stove and emptied his shop. If that is so, why didn’t she or her son come to Uncle Adam’s shop? She, because she was no longer a child, she had married and borne a son and the son didn’t come because he had died in the war.

A pretty, bright, little girl used to come with Mrs. Salzmann. This was before her son Moritz Ernst was born, when Mrs. Salzmann realized that her youth was fading and she hadn’t borne a child so she decided to adopt one. She came across a pretty, charming little girl whose father and mother were unknown. She liked the little girl and took her into her home to be her daughter. She grew to love her as much as if she were her own child. A year later she had a son. Because she had taken the little girl into her home the Lord rewarded her with a son.

When Mrs. Salzmann saw the girl and the boy together she would say, “Two little doves growing in one nest and they love each with brotherly love.” Someday a different love would take its place. They would begin to avoid each other for fear of sinning for a brother may not marry his sister and they were falling in love. Their mother would sometimes weep with them and sometimes laugh with them. Finally she would have something to tell them, and they would be married. They would have sons and daughters whom everybody loved as children created by a doubled love.

Bernhard Salzmann, Mrs. Salzmann’s husband, loved the little girl and treated her as a father does his daughter. On the nights of Simĥat Torah he took her to the ĥasidic synagogue, carried her on his shoulders and danced with her, a flag with a red apple in her hand and a lighted candle thrust into the apple. He ignored his heart’s reproof that he was dancing before the scrolls of the Torah with an orphan whose mother might have been Jewish or gentile, for nobody knew.

Six years passed. Little Erna was about a year old when Mrs. Salzmann adopted her and now she was about seven years old. She brought a blessing with her when she came to the Salzmann family because Mrs. Salzmann gave birth to a boy. When the boy was five the little girl was seven.

Everyone was certain that when Mrs. Salzmann gave birth to a boy she would transfer all her love to him, but her love for her son did not deprive her adopted daughter of love, for the son’s love was born with his birth.

Mrs. Salzmann was the core of the café and the children were her core, and they became the essence of her life. If the weather outside was good she would take them for a walk to the Rose Garden and if there was wind and rain she would take them to Uncle Adam’s. Now Adam Isba is irascible, bad-tempered, quarrelsome and complaining but when we were young he was happy and his shop was happy and every single thing in the shop was happy and we were happy to be with him. It made one happy just to see the toys in his shop, and the puppet theater made all of Leipzig laugh. It wasn’t only the puppets that were amusing but he was full of laughter as well.

People admired Mrs. Salzmann’s children wherever they appeared. Some admired the daughter because of her resemblance to Mr. Salzmann and the boy because of his resemblance to Mrs. Salzmann or the other way round; humorously she replied, “Don’t let this surprise you because this is how children are, sometimes they resemble their parents but they change so that sometimes the resemblance is to their mother and sometimes to their father.”

At home one day Mrs. Salzmann was getting ready to take the children to see Uncle Adam. He had made a new set of puppets that everyone wanted to see. There was a knock at the door. Instinct told her not to open it but nobody locks a door when children are restless and pleading to go. She opened the door and in came a man with an attractive well-dressed woman. When she saw her Mrs. Salzmann’s spirits sank. She held the children’s hands tightly as if they were glued to hers.

Now I’ll tell you the story of the man and the woman who came with him. This man was the legal guardian of orphans, that is, babies who had been taken into care. Mrs. Salzmann had secured little Erna for adoption through him and because she loved her so much she had forgotten that she was not her daughter nor Mrs. Salzmann, her mother. Little Erna had another mother, a woman who had once been her mother. I’ll tell you about her but first I’ll repeat what Mrs. Salzmann said to me.

She said, “I have a wonderful memory. I remember in detail everything that has happened to me. But if you ask me to remember what that unknown woman who came with the orphans’ guardian said to me I can’t. I remember only one thing, that a chill ran through my hand that was holding the little girl’s and I remember something else, that I saw my son staring in amazement at his sister whom the unknown woman was hugging to her breast, and the woman was weeping and laughing at the same time.”

What happened afterwards? Afterwards Mrs. Salzmann heard the unknown woman’s story and I heard it from her and it is important to me that I tell the story accurately so I call the child’s mother “the child’s mother” unlike Matilda Salzmann who called her “the unknown woman.”

I am setting Matilda Salzmann aside because of the child’s mother but later I’ll return to Matilda Salzmann because of Adam Isba and his shop with which I began.
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The child’s mother was married to the manager of a factory that made rubber prosthetics, the kind that are sold in pharmacies. It began as a small enterprise with few customers. When many people began using rubber prosthetics and the number of customers grew he took in a partner. This doesn’t add anything to the story, so why am I telling it? To let you know that the husband of the child’s mother was a wealthy man.

The woman spent her life with the man, lacking for nothing other than a child. She consulted doctors. They wrote out prescriptions and told her what to do and what not to do. She did what they urged her to do and refrained from doing what they had warned her not to do. The time came when she lost hope of bearing a child. She was deeply unhappy. Her husband was aware of her sorrow and sadness. “Let’s adopt a child,” he said. She wept even more bitterly.

One day he asked her, “Tell me, why were you so afraid when I suggested that we adopt a child?” She replied, “If you really want to know, I’ll tell you.” He said, “Tell me.” She remained silent, saying nothing. He said, “I’m waiting to hear.” She looked at him angrily and said, “Since you asked me I’ll tell you.” He waited. She remained silent. He placed a chair in front of her and said, “Sit down.” She sat down. He said, “Now tell me.” She stood up and said, “I’ll tell you.”

She told him that before their marriage she had had a child with another man. He asked her, “And where is the child? Let’s bring him home.” The woman groaned and sobbed. He asked her, “Why are you weeping?” She said, “The woman I gave my daughter to is dead.” He asked her, “But is the child still alive?” She replied, “I doubt that she is still alive.” He asked, “Why do you doubt that she is still alive?” She repeated his question and added, “If I didn’t feel any doubt I wouldn’t say that.” “Why?” “Because the old woman I gave my daughter to knew that most of the unmarried girls who gave birth didn’t want the children to survive and she would do to my daughter what she did to every other child.” “What would she do?” “She would starve them to death.”

The man insisted on speaking to a close friend who was the administrator of an orphanage. He told him the story. The man was silent. The husband said, “I was hoping you would tell me what to do, but you don’t say anything.” He asked him, “Does your wife know that you and I are friends?” He replied, “Perhaps she knows, perhaps not. I don’t remember if I mentioned you to her.” He asked, “Does she know that I am the administrator of an orphanage?” He replied, “I don’t think she knows. My wife doesn’t usually think about charities and certainly not about their administrators.”

Two or three days after this conversation he was taking a stroll with his wife. The administrator joined them. On their way they reached the orphanage. Was this by chance or did the orphanage’s administrator lead the way?

When she saw the orphanage the wife asked, “What is this place?” As she asked she blushed. The guardian said, “I’m the administrator of this place you’re asking about.” Laughing, the husband said, “She asks what this place is and he tells her that he is the administrator!” The administrator laughed and said, “We must put this right.” The woman said, “I already know, I have read the sign.” The administrator said, “If you would like to, shall we go in?” They went in. They saw everything in the house but above all the children. When they were about to leave, the woman stopped and asked, “Are these all the children?” The administrator replied, “There was another little girl here.” “Where is she?” “They took her away. A childless woman wanted to adopt her.” “May I see the child?” The administrator said, “You may be able to see her, but you may not take her away from her adoptive parents, for I don’t have the authority to remove her.” They stood for a while without speaking. The husband of the child’s mother said, “I have also heard that the law doesn’t allow one to take a child away from its adoptive parents unless they are mistreating it.” The administrator said, “No judge could find a cause for removing the child from the woman who adopted her. She treats her adopted child exactly as she treats the son she gave birth to.” The mother of the child asked, “She has a son as well?”

The husband took his wife’s arm and said, “There is nothing more for us here.” She echoed him, “There is nothing more for us here. But… I would so very much like to see the little girl.” The administrator said nothing. The mother of the child gazed at him and then looked away. Hearing her sigh the administrator said, “I’ll find out where the adoptive mother lives.” He opened the telephone directory and searched in it. After a short while he found Mrs. Salzmann’s name.

Mrs. Salzmann was familiar with the pain of a woman who longs for children but she didn’t yet know the agony of the mother whose child has been taken away from her, because Moritz Ernst was still alive. She prayed silently that the child wouldn’t want to go with the woman who gave birth to her. While silently praying that the Lord would make the child want to stay with her forever she said to her, “She is your mother, go with her.”

The child left the home of her adoptive parents to go with her mother. Mrs. Salzmann didn’t attempt to see the little girl so that she wouldn’t remind the child’s mother of her sin, for her husband gave the little girl his name.

Mrs. Salzmann told me, “One time I did see the little girl. I was walking with Moritz Ernst my son in the Rose Garden where little girls and boys were playing with balls. A ball rolled to my feet. A little girl came to ask for her ball, that same little Erna whom I had adopted. I impetuously wanted to hug her and kiss her but the child’s mother was watching me. I took my son and left the garden. My heart ached for days afterwards, and I couldn’t sleep at night due to my heartache.”
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Because of the story of the little girl I have set aside the story of Mrs. Salzmann and Adam Isba. Now that I have finished the little girl’s story I return to her and Adam Isba. Every day she would send him a thermos filled with coffee and a little basket of pastries and she would inquire about his health by way of the young woman who delivered the treats. Adam said to the girl, “Return to your mistress and tell her that Uncle Adam is well but all is not well with the world where there is no peace. As long as there are wars there will not be peace. Tell your mistress that when Uncle Adam closes his shop he will return her dishes. They will stay here so that I do not have to see an empty shop.

Adam Isba pours himself a cup of coffee and cuts a slice of bread, which he contemplates because during wartime one must estimate whether this piece of bread we are holding in our hands to put into our mouths is the last of all our food because the war swallows everything: first the slice in the hand, afterwards the hand itself, afterwards the soul, afterwards it demolishes the earth beneath the body wallowing in its own blood. War is as jealous of the living as of the dead because when the living come to the graves of the dead they ease their souls with tears. If Tilly and her husband had known where their only son was buried they would prostrate themselves on his grave and saturate themselves in their tears. Now that they don’t know where he is buried the entire world is a grave to them and they scatter their tears everywhere without a single one of them reaching their son’s grave.

At nightfall Isba takes the flask and the basket, locks his empty shop and checks the locks, so that if thieves come to steal from him they will wear themselves out, and in the meantime policemen will arrive and catch the thieves because that is what policemen do, they catch thieves who come to steal where there is nothing to steal.

He locked the shop and checked the locks and went to the Café Salzmann to return the flask and the basket. As he walks along he looks at every man he encounters along the way and is amazed that the war has overlooked him. Or perhaps it has only set him aside until tomorrow because today it is replete.

He reaches the café and looks away from the coffee-drinkers and pastry-eaters, eating and drinking as if there were peace in the world, as if there were no war, as if they had signed a treaty with the war dead not to drag them along behind them. Mrs. Salzmann catches sight of him and comes towards him. He puts down the flask and the basket and mutters his thanks, amazed that Tilly has grown to be a young woman because he still remembers her as a little girl like the one she used to bring with her and Moritz Ernst. When was this? It was a time of peace in the world and his shop was filled with toys, entertainments and the theater puppets to delight all the young mothers of Leipzig and their children, as he delighted in all of them, to the delight of the entire world.

With great kindness Mrs. Salzmann invites him to sit down like one of her guests, and she brings him a hot meal and asks after his health. If Mr. Salzmann is free she says to him, “Listen to what Uncle Adam is telling us.” Even though he doesn’t say anything today he didn’t say yesterday Mr. Salzmann pretends to be hearing something new. When Isba leaves, Mrs. Salzmann hands him a bundle of coals wrapped in newspaper so that he shouldn’t go to bed in the cold, and to heat up some water to shave his beard because Uncle Adam shaves every day just as the artisans do, unlike Witzelrode, his neighbor, whose sorrow has thinned his beard leaving him nothing to shave, and unlike Weigel who only draws a razor over his beard on Sundays when his brother-in-law has invited him to lunch, and needless to say, unlike Jakob Weinwurzel whose beard has grown like those of the holy men pictured in the old Bible engravings.

Matilda Salzmann always generously gives to charity. Why is it remarkable that she gives to charity? Is there a Jew who does not? Needless to say that the religiously observant, who are commanded by the Torah to give tithes do give, but no Jew refrains from giving to charity, even though he does not always do so good-heartedly. If he has made a donation he feels he has given part of what he owns, as if he has given of his own strength and ability, as if he has deprived himself by giving. Matilda Salzmann is not like this. She regards everything she gives as not her own but belonging to the Sabbath and she is only the Sabbath’s treasurer.

What does this mean? All the Jews are commanded to keep the Sabbath and anyone who profanes it by working or by financial negotiations or other secular activities commits a sin. If the café is open on the Sabbath and young women heat coffee, the stoves are lit and a kettle boils on the hob, even though Mrs. Salzmann does not touch the stove or profane the Sabbath by doing anything herself, nevertheless this is certainly a Sabbath violation. So why doesn’t she close the café on the Sabbath? This question answers itself. If a person who is used to a certain café finds it closed he will go to a different one, so it would seem that she is chasing away her customers and reducing her takings. She reflected on it and decided to preserve her livelihood and also to appease the Sabbath at the same time. How? She prepared a bill of sale and opens the café on the Sabbath by virtue of that bill of sale a religious scholar drew up for her husband. She gives the café’s Sabbath takings to charity, some for the poor, some for the Rebbe, some for the religious school and some for the organization, the Guardians of the Sabbath. Because she is careful not to write on the Sabbath she has made a box and prepared slips of paper and this is what she does: she pours a cup of coffee for a customer and places a slip marked with the word “coffee” in the box; if she adds cream to the coffee she adds a slip marked with “cream.” If she serves certain kinds of pastry she puts in a slip marked with “pastry.” She is careful to file the slips of paper as soon as she receives the money because Satan ambushes charitable givers to confound them with the sacred money.
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Why is she more careful about the injunction not to write on the Sabbath than about the other Sabbath injunctions? This is certainly because of something she heard when she was little. She was still a schoolgirl. One Sabbath day her grandmother found her writing. She said to her, “Tilly don’t you know that because of the sin of profaning the Sabbath a woman’s children will die while they are still young?” Tilly pushed away the notebook and pens and stopped writing, not only on that Sabbath day but on all the Sabbath days that followed. Many years later the old woman died and little Tilly grew up and married. A few years later she had a son. Came the war and he went to fight. He went to war and didn’t return. Whether he was killed, whether he fell into a trench or whether he lost his limbs, whatever the reason, the boy was gone.

The bereaved mother mused, for many years she was barren and did not give birth. Finally, after she had given up hope of bearing a child, a son was born. She hoped to see him grow up but then he went to war and he died. She thought, what sin caused him to die? It can’t be because of his own sin because he was as pure as an angel of God, there was not a hint of sin in him. So he died because of the sin of others. She remembered that same Sabbath day when her grandmother had found her writing and she remembered what the old woman had said, that because of the sin of profaning the Sabbath a woman’s children will die while they are still young, and she knew that Moritz Ernst had died because she had profaned the Sabbath.

She couldn’t restore the boy to life. Until the time of the resurrection of the dead arrives, the dead will not live. It was not possible to close the café on the Sabbath because if people found it closed they would go to another café and she would be responsible for losing her livelihood. So she opens the café on the Sabbath just as on weekdays and she gives the Sabbath profits to charity. Even though she is a modern woman and doesn’t distinguish between Jew and non-Jew as far as assistance is concerned, everything she spends on Adam Isba is part of her son’s inheritance.

What does this mean? When they had the ceremony of the redemption of the first born all the relatives and friends made a collection and crowned the child with gold. His mother put all the money in the bank. As long as the child was alive she took care of the money for him to enjoy, but now that he was dead she devoted the fund to helping those who had been affected by the war, among them Adam Isba because the war had destroyed his income for no one wanted toys or the puppet theater he had built, and he sits with an empty belly in an empty shop.

Mrs. Salzmann told me that now Uncle Adam’s shop is empty and all that remains are some damaged boxes gnawed by mice. In the past his shop had been filled with toys and playthings apart from the puppet theater where people would see all the world events, its entire history, whether of Eve and the serpent, Cain and Abel and the Emperor Barbarossa, as if they were in a play. Even old people who saw Uncle Adam’s puppets couldn’t stop laughing and some of them learned wisdom and morality from them.

Her grandmother’s brother suffered a case of nerves. He visited doctors but they were unable to find a cure. They told him to go to Germany and consult the doctors there. Vienna used to be filled with famous doctors, but in our time it is Germany that is filled with famous doctors. He went to his relatives in Leipzig, they welcomed him with joy and took him to the famous doctors in Leipzig. What the unimportant doctors in his home town had done for a small fee the famous doctors in Leipzig did for large fees, that is, they examined him and wrote prescriptions for medications, received a great deal of money but failed to cure the sick man.

“An old woman from our uncle’s town lived near us,” said Mrs. Salzmann. “When she was young they had fallen in love. There were indeed love affairs in our grandfathers’ and grandmothers’ time but because we didn’t know them in their youth we were convinced that such sensible people were free of that particular weakness. Still they fell in love but it remained only a romance because her father forbade her to marry our uncle because they disparagingly claimed that he read books that no pious man would even glance at. When the old woman heard that he was here she asked about him. When she heard what they had to say she said, ‘Don’t take him to doctors for advice, he does not need doctors or prescriptions, he needs to settle his mind. Find a coach and take him to the city and show him all its diversions and in the evening if he is not tired take him to the theater. A theater ticket is better than all the doctors’ prescriptions.’ They took her advice, and accompanied him round the city and showed him all its entertainments. That evening there was a performance of one of Schiller’s plays. They knew that our uncle had loved Schiller from his youth and he knew all his plays and poetry by heart. They decided to take him to the theater to see the play by Schiller. He was very happy when he heard this. His delight helped him forgot his aches and pains. He saw a large building and a beautiful palace and he asked, ‘Is that the theater that puts on Schiller’s plays?’ When they told him that the theater was far from where they were he became anxious that they would be late and he would miss the play.

“They reached the theater in time,” continued Mrs. Salzmann. “My uncle began to worry that all the seats were taken and no seat had been left for him, or that the actors had substituted a play by Schiller with a play by someone else. There was no end to the ‘maybes’ and ‘what ifs’ that troubled the old man’s heart. When they took him to his seat he worried that it was not in a good place to hear or see the play, or that the person sitting in front of him would stand up and block his view or that someone would speak to a friend and prevent the play from being heard. While he was worrying the curtain went up and the actors and actresses came on. I glanced at our uncle and saw that he had closed his eyes not to see the actors and actresses who were embracing each other, and I heard him whisper, ‘God forbid that the great playwright meant to stimulate our evil impulse but he is only clothing his sublime ideas in metaphor and poetry.’ We realized that rather than improving the sick man’s condition we had aggravated it. When the act ended we took him out and left the theater.

“The old man was downhearted. My husband Mr. Salzmann asked, ‘Uncle, would you perhaps like to see a puppet theater?’ The old man neither agreed nor disagreed. We took him to Uncle Adam. The old man sat and watched the play Uncle Adam had put on without taking his eyes off it. The following day some people from his town came to ask after him. Among them was one of his friends with whom he had sworn an oath of fidelity to faith and scholarship, who said to our uncle, ‘I heard that you went to a puppet theater. What did you see there and what have you learned from it?’ My uncle replied, ‘Throughout my life I have had difficulty understanding where the idols of their gods that turn the idol worshippers astray came from. When I saw how the man who made the rubber puppets directs their actions I said to myself, this is how the idols work, given life by the priests, but those priests who set out to indoctrinate the people hid their actions from them. Mr. Isba is a pious gentile who does not intend to deceive, only to make a living.’ Our uncle added, ‘In my opinion these puppets are wiser than most people, for most people generally harm themselves and others but the puppets’ activities only entertain their viewers.’ ” Where is this theater now? Mrs. Salzmann told me that the puppet collection that cured her uncle of his depression is kept among Moritz Ernst’s possessions.
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How did the puppet theater come to be with Moritz Ernst? His mother told me that when he turned six and was about to begin school the Salzmanns’ friends and relatives came to celebrate the boy’s birthday and his starting school. They brought every kind of tasty food and drink. They ate and drank and gave the boy portions of what they were eating, apart from what the boy took without his mother’s knowledge. That night he became ill. They were sure that he would be better in the morning but he was still ill the following night. In fact, he grew worse. They summoned doctors who examined him and wrote out prescriptions. They didn’t cure him. They called in another doctor. He did the same as the others but asked to call another doctor to join him, apart from the family doctor who had returned from being away somewhere that day. The three doctors went in and offered some suggestions. Their deliberations didn’t result in a remedy for the boy. They called in a professor. The professor examined the child and wrote prescriptions for medicines and gave instructions about each one, when to give it to the sick child, which medicine to give before it and which after it, which to mix with this or that other medicine, not to give it earlier or later, and the dosage of each medicine. Even a minister’s mind is not able to contain everything the professor said. The child’s mother obeyed the instructions to the letter. She didn’t add to them or subtract from them and everything was done at the correct time. Yet in between each dose the boy grew worse. The mother said, “If the doctors are unable to cure him, God Almighty will.”

She took off the dress she had been wearing in honor of the professor and put on a simple dress, tied a scarf over her head as the ordinary women did, took a basket filled with candles and visited every synagogue in the city. She lit candles and did not leave behind a single curtain of the Holy Ark or covering of a Torah scroll without having soaked them with her tears. She still wonders where her eyes had kept so many tears.

After she had left the last synagogue in the city she stood in the street, raised her eyes to heaven and said, “Master of the Universe, You see that I have done everything I could possibly do and if there is something I haven’t done please tell me and I will do it.”

She suddenly felt that her shoes were pinching. She reflected that perhaps she should not have gone out in new shoes. She depended on the all-knowing Lord to know that if she wears new shoes she gives her old ones to the poor.

A very old man suddenly appeared before her. His eyes were red, his sidecurls were long, his beard was short with bluish hair and he was as small as a child of five. She almost believed that this was Moritz Ernst dressed up as an old man. But she knew that he was lying ill, as long as his soul was in his body, and couldn’t move from his bed. Her eyes filled with tears, blurring her vision. She heard someone speaking to her.

She stood still.

The old man said to her, “Matil why are you standing so still?” She was amazed that he called her Matil because that name had been discarded almost immediately after it had been given to her. From the first Sabbath after her birth, when her father was called to the Torah and named her Matil, she had never again been called by that name.

Smiling, the old man said, “How should I not know your name, for your father gave you the name of your grandmother’s grandmother, my grandson’s great-granddaughter. Now, Matil, listen to me. A little further on from here there is a house. Go and tell the owner that you have come to buy the house. She will be surprised and demand to know why you have made this decision, that she had never considered selling her house because there is a tradition from her forefathers, from their forefathers, that a blessing is hidden somewhere in the house. They didn’t know what it was but I shall reveal it to you. This house was the first synagogue in Leipzig where the first tradesman of Breslau eight or nine generations ago worshipped every year during the time of the Trade Fair and since the prayers have stopped the Lord, may His name be blessed, desires to hear them said again from there. Therefore, go and pray for your son and the good Lord will grant him mercy and He will receive your prayer with mercy and good will and bestow upon him a complete recovery of body and soul. Amen.”

How did the old man know the whereabouts of the synagogue of the Breslau tradesman and how did he know that it was the first synagogue in Leipzig? For thirty-nine years he had been the shamash of the synagogue of the tradesman of Breslau who came to the Leipzig Fair every year and he would spend the entire thirty days of the Fair with them and return with them to Breslau.

Since we have discovered the site of the first synagogue in Leipzig I shall tell you about it. Originally Leipzig was closed to Jews but every year for the thirty days of the Trade Fair the city opened its gates to Jewish traders. Not only this, but it welcomed them, did not offend them and took care of their property. That applied to Leipzig since Leipzig had inherited the Frankfurt fair because Frankfurt was different from Leipzig in that Frankfurt did not protect the property of the Jews who came to the fair and even coveted their stock. Had you been in Frankfurt’s great library and seen the renowned set of Talmud whose beauty the library celebrates you would know that this was theft, theft by the library from the Jews because one time when the Jewish booksellers brought a copy of the Talmud to the Frankfurt fair the city elders recognized its beauty and declared, “The Law of the land demands that the Jews’ books be examined in case they contain some denigration of the Christian faith.” They sent a functionary who took it away without ever returning it.

So in the past Jews had been denied access to Leipzig. When the time came for the fair Leipzig’s gates were opened to Jewish traders. Jews who came in small numbers from certain towns jointly rented a room to conduct prayers, but the Jews who came in large numbers from Breslau and other similar cities rented a room for their entire community. When the Trade Fair ended the rooms were returned to their owners and in subsequent years they rented rooms from different gentiles, justifying this by saying that as the Jews are exiled from place to place so, too, are their prayers. Breslau achieved what the other communities hadn’t achieved, for the Breslau traders found a good gentile who kept their prayer room for them from year to year.

They set up an ark, a lectern, a menorah and a washing basin and when the merchants of Breslau came to the Leipzig fair they brought with them a Torah scroll, printed Bibles and prayerbooks and handwritten manuscripts which contained the prayers for welcoming the Sabbath, including the hymn Lekha Dodi which recent generations had begun to sing but which hadn’t yet been printed in the prayerbooks. They hung up two boards. One of them had the names of the donors whose money had allowed them to rent the prayer room and the other had the names of the merchants who had been killed on the way, and their burial places. The old man who had advised the mother of the child to pray for her son in the Breslau merchants’ prayer room was the shamash of that prayer room at the time.

Since I am gathering stories I’ll add another one. After the King of Prussia had conquered Silesia he visited the places he had conquered. The people of one such place came in a boat to meet the King and to recite the blessing “Blessed is God who has given His glory to a king of flesh and blood.” With them was the old shamash of the Breslau community in Leipzig who knew German, which he had learned to speak while living in Leipzig. On seeing them the King of Prussia asked, “Who are these people?” They answered, “These are Jews who have come to bless the King.” The King said, “Return them from whence they came.” They went back dejectedly. Seeing their sadness and humiliation the old man said to them, “Those who insult the Jews eventually have need of them.” A short time later his prediction came true.

How did his happen? The Jewish merchants usually used Hebrew script in their letters written in Hebrew. A Jew had been appointed in the post office to send their letters wherever they had to go. When the King of Prussia conquered the Kingdom of Silesia he removed the Jew from his position and ordered that a gentile replace him. They sought a gentile throughout the borders of Prussia who could take charge of the Jewish merchants’ letters but couldn’t find one who could read our writing. The King ordered that the Jewish clerk be restored to his position, so he was the first Jew to be appointed as a clerk by the King of Prussia.

Let us return to the boy’s mother. After she had prayed for her son she dried her tears and went away. She met Adam Isba. He said to her, “Tildi, fetch your son and bring him here. I’ve built a new theater. Leipzig has seen nothing like it.”

Dry-eyed, she looked at him without replying. He asked her, “Has something happened?” She told him about her son. He listened in silence. She thought, After I have poured my heart out to the Lord I should not have told my sorrows to a gentile. She didn’t know that the Lord had already heard her prayer and prepared a cure, and because she had prayed in a gentile’s house the cure had come through a gentile.

How did this happen? An hour later Isba arrived carrying an old wooden box. Matilda was horrified when she caught sight of the box. When she was a child she had a good friend. They lived in the same building. Her friend became ill and died. An old man came in with a wooden box and put the friend into it and she never saw him again.

Isba opened the box, took out a collection of puppets and placed them in front of the boy. He opened his eyes. As he glanced at them some life seemed to come into his eyes. Uncle Adam took a chair, sat down beside the bed and arranged the puppets on top of it. Emperor Barbarossa appeared sitting on his throne, his flame-red beard flowing to below his knees and all the Turkish Kings bowed and scraped before him. Suddenly a band of soldiers sprang out of his beard. Emperor Barbarossa gave a signal and the Turks were bound in chains of iron and demolished.

Now that the boy has been taken from us and we can’t to prostrate ourselves on his grave and saturate the earth with our tears because no one knows where he is buried, what is the point of mentioning Emperor Barbarossa’s victories? The boy’s mother will never forget him for when the child was fluttering between life and death and Uncle Adam came with his theater and set it out before him, the Emperor Barbarossa on his throne and all the Turkish Kings bowing and scraping before him, begging for their lives, and out of the great Emperor’s beard sprang a band of soldiers who surrounded the kings of the Turks and bound them in chains of iron, the child’s lips parted with a hint of laughter and we knew that he was out of danger and he wouldn’t die.

What the doctors hadn’t achieved with their prescriptions for remedies and the professor with his instructions and the pharmacists with their phials and dishes and liniments and ointments Uncle Adam did with rubber figures. Had the boy not died in the war he would have lived to have us rejoice at his wedding, because he was handsome and the girls adored him, but he rushed into the war. Through love of his fatherland he rushed into the war before his time had come to join up. Because he rushed into the war before his time the war rushed onto him before his time and he died without coming back. Still a fledgling he died in the war and we don’t know where he died and where he is buried, and perhaps he doesn’t even have a small piece of land to lie in and he has become fodder for the beasts of the field and the birds of the sky. We dare not ask questions about God and His actions. But even when we bar certain words from our mouths they scream within the heart. The shirkers and draft-dodgers sit in their houses and make a fortune from the war and the innocent angel who risked his life to go to the aid of his country had to die.

It would have been better had the child returned from the war with a medal on his chest and give his mother and father cause to celebrate, but he didn’t come back. He died in combat and perhaps while he was still alive he fell into one of the marshes and sank up to his neck, calling out from there with no one to hear his cry because of the sound of the cannons.

“When the noise of battle stopped the beasts of the field and birds of prey came to gorge on his flesh while he was still alive,” said Mrs. Salzmann. “While we sit here and make coffee and bake all sorts of pastries for the gratification of pleasure-seeking people. We also eat and drink and when we’re tired we lie down on soft beds and we give the money we earn from the coffee-lovers and the cake-devourers to charity. Agnon, my friend, I’ll tell you something. Sometimes when a poor man blesses me because of the kindness I have shown him I want to claw at the skin of my face and scream, fraud, Matil, fraud, you didn’t give charity to the poor man, you did it for yourself Matil, because while this poor man has nothing you have too much, too much even for charity. What did I want to tell you? About the theater and the puppets.

“Uncle Adam came back many times because he loved the child. He would sit beside his bed and set out the puppets for him and create a theater and he would teach him how to change his voice to suit the characters, either an Emperor and Empress or a slave or a servant. We would die of laughter when the child suddenly sounded like an old woman or a Turkish Sultan. Uncle Adam knew that the child loved his puppets and he told him, ‘They are yours, a gift.’ I offered to pay for the puppets and my husband added some money but Isba said, ‘I don’t want your friends to say that they can see puppets like these at Uncle Isba’s so I won’t make these exact ones again.’ He kept his word and did not replicate them.

“If I haven’t already exhausted you I’ll tell you something that will surprise you. Uncle Adam’s granddaughter and I were pupils at the same school. It’s still standing on North Street opposite my house. I’ll tell you this without shame: sometimes I stand at the window and watch the pupils playing on the schoolyard as my friend and I used to do when we were children. What did I want to tell you? I wanted to tell you about Uncle Adam’s granddaughter. Once I discovered her looking into a hand mirror, then looking at me, first looking at me and then in the mirror. I asked her, ‘What are you doing, Isolde? I’ve been watching you looking at me and in the mirror for about an hour.’ She said to me, ‘Tell me if I have a Jewish face.’ I said to her, ‘How can you say that you have a Jewish face, your mother and father are Christians and I needn’t tell you, your grandfather, Uncle Adam, is a devout Catholic.’ I only said this because she was fond of me and I knew she was dismayed that she looked Jewish. Isolde said, ‘It’s true that we are Christians, but when I look at you and at our Jewish friends and then I look in the mirror I feel as if we have changed places, that you Jews look like Germans and I have the face of a Jewess.’ ”

“That same afternoon I went with my grandmother to buy Hanukkah gifts. We went from store to store but my grandmother couldn’t find what she was looking for. We went to Uncle Adam’s and she found more than she needed. On our way home we met Isolde. She whispered to me, ‘Don’t tell anyone what I asked you today.’ I said, ‘I won’t tell anyone.’ She made me promise and I promised. She said, ‘Swear an oath,’ and I swore an oath. After Isolde had gone my grandmother asked me, ‘Who is that pretty girl?’ I told her that she was Uncle Adam’s granddaughter. My grandmother said, ‘I was sure she is a Jewish girl, she is as pretty as a Jewess. What were you whispering about?’ I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t tell my grandmother because I had promised Isolde that I wouldn’t. I couldn’t avoid telling my grandmother because she had brought me an expensive Hanukkah present. I crossed my fingers and wiggled my tongue six times and whispered the motto we children used say when we broke a promise and I told my grandmother everything. My grandmother said, ‘I’m surprised because I was certain she is a Jewish girl. She is as beautiful as a Jewess.’ ”

Mrs. Salzmann’s voice suddenly changed and she said, “When I think about things I have seen and heard I feel that everything is integrated into a single thing like a novel that begins with one subject and branches out into different subjects and in the end everything has become something else. I’m saying this in relation to Uncle Adam’s granddaughter I have told you about. If I haven’t yet exhausted you, I’ll tell you what I mean. But I must start with some history.

“Because of the war the Beilis Trial has been forgotten. During the time of the trial when we were falsely charged, the entire world was outraged that because of the lie fabricated by anti-Semites a man was brought to trial so that his nation could be blamed. Everyone was talking about Beilis and that affair. The Zionists in the city invited a speaker to present part of the story to the public, a young scholar who was a good speaker. He spoke about the events that had been common in Poland before it had lost its kingdom. I heard something in that lecture that I and most of the audience didn’t know, that before the destruction of Poland not a year went by in every Polish city that the Jews were not falsely accused of killing a Christian to use Christian blood to bake matzah. After the lecture the leader of the group invited some of the notables to a light meal his wife had prepared in the speaker’s honor. She invited me to join them.

“During the meal they spoke about those dark days and the disgraceful stories the damnable villains had invented, those that naive Christians accepted as absolute truth. Given dark time of slander and the benighted nations, our own time and the countries in which we live, which regard the Jews as citizens, are exemplary and even if there is a country or a state that has bad laws that distinguish between the Jews and the local population they have no fear of such contemptible lies. The Beilis trial infuriated all the enlightened nations.

“As they finished the meal and served ice cream they compared the events in Russia to our status in Germany in general and in Leipzig in particular. Among the guests was a rich old man who had let his sons take over his business and he occupied himself with researching the history of the Jews in the State of Saxony. He was not a Zionist and he had little to do with Jewish matters other than this research. He came to hear the lecture to honor the speaker who happened to be his nephew. Erna, whom I had adopted and who had left me, had married the speaker’s brother. I don’t know whether he abandoned his Judaism because of her or if she relinquished her religion because of him or perhaps her mother is Jewish. I am certain that she isn’t Jewish because in Germany we hadn’t heard of a Jewish woman giving birth before being married.

“The Zionist group’s leader said to the old man, ‘Would you kindly tell us about the subjects you are researching. I’m sure you have discovered many things that we would find interesting. Apart from the news of the day we read in our newspapers people like us don’t know anything about what happened in the city before we or our forebears came here, or indeed to the whole of Saxony. Now that you are here in our house we would very much like to know. What do you think, ladies and gentlemen?’ Most of the people agreed with the spokesman.”

Mrs. Salzmann related what the old man said: “After all the terrible things you’ve heard from the speaker you still wish to hear more? Aren’t those tragedies our speaker has told us about sufficient? And then shall I come and tell you more about them? However, since such distinguished people as yourselves, led by the speaker, wish to hear, and I know that to my nephew knowledge is food for the soul. I’m sure he won’t begrudge my adding something he hasn’t come across but which I have found in these pages I am riffling through.

“We have heard from the illustrious lecturer about all sorts of things that took place in Poland. He didn’t mention one thing that I learned a few days ago from the folder of documents I found in the state archives, that the slanderers hadn’t managed to carry out their intention. If I believed in reward and punishment I would say that Brühl, the large quarter in Leipzig populated mainly by Jews, is named after a certain man who saved a Jewish family from death.”

“What happened? One year in one of the Polish towns whose name has been smudged in the archive, a young Christian girl disappeared a few days before Passover. They looked everywhere but couldn’t find her. Jesuits in a monastery spread a rumor in the town that the Jews had murdered her because it was their custom to kill a Christian boy or girl every year before Passover and to bake the matzah with Christian blood. It happened that the girl had disappeared close to the festival of Passover. Before the end of the day witnesses came forward and testified that they had seen the Jew harassing the Christian girl and that he had taken her to his house. While they were still speaking others came and said that they had passed by that house and heard the sound of screaming. They wanted to go inside but they couldn’t find the door. Whether it was witchcraft or whether the door had been sealed up and hidden, either way they couldn’t find the door. They made a hole in the wall and saw that the Jew was clutching the Christian girl and stabbing her with a leatherworker’s awl while two old men stood with bottles in their hands gathering every drop of blood that came out of her. They couldn’t see who these old men were because their faces were covered to prevent their looking at the girl because it was a custom that Jewish men do not look at a woman.

“The Jew they were lying about was Brühl’s agent whom Brühl had appointed to keep an eye on his employees in Poland. The Jew didn’t know that Brühl’s servants guessed that he was Brühl’s agent who told him everything they were doing. Brühl heard the story about the Jews. He knew that they only lied about his Jew to make him leave the land of the living so that he wouldn’t stand in their way and denounce them. Brühl did what he could to get him out of prison and brought him, his wife and his little daughter to Dresden. I didn’t find out from the documents whether he had other sons and daughters or whether he was a young man and didn’t have sons and daughters apart from that little girl.

“A few days later the young girl was found safe and sound, knowing nothing about what people were saying about her. However, if not for Brühl the fate of that Jew would have been the same as that of all the Jews imprisoned because of the blood libels, who were cruelly and severely tortured until they lost their lives or their minds and they would say whatever the priests put into their mouths, that they had done this and that and they had helped so-and-so in the community leadership. In the end all of them together were sentenced to the same death and the executioner sliced every one of them into four pieces and hurled them to the dogs so that the dogs and the Jew-haters were all sated.

“What happened to that family after Brühl brought them to Dresden? If I hadn’t obtained another folder of papers that told the history of that family after they had reached Dresden I wouldn’t have asked. What I didn’t find in the first account I found in later accounts.

“That Jew who had been Brühl’s agent didn’t stay long in Brühl’s city. He died soon after he had arrived in Dresden due to the terrible torture he had endured in prison. Brühl was almost certainly not sorry that his Jew had died, but if he did feel any regret it was because the Jew hadn’t managed to give him more information about his employees in Poland before his death.

“The man’s wife and daughter remained in an entirely gentile city. She didn’t know the language of the country and the country didn’t know hers. She sat at home and talked baby talk to her little daughter. The daughter didn’t speak even one word of Yiddish before the mother died.

“They took the baby from the dead mother’s arms and gave her to a family of Polish Christians that Brühl’s wife had brought with her from Poland. They loved the child who became like one of the family’s daughters. She forgot her father and mother and no one reminded her of her people and her birthplace. She grew up to be beautiful and married and bore sons and daughters. One of her sons married a woman from Leipzig and he founded a factory there that made wooden implements.

“At the time of the Napoleonic wars some courteous officers served with Napoleon, members of the Poniatowski staff. Among them was a young officer who played cards with a companion. Believing that his friend was cheating him he raised his hand and slapped him on his face. The other took out his dagger and stabbed him. Their hosts bandaged his wounds and tended to him throughout his illness. When he recovered he married his benefactor’s daughter. He would go in and out of his father-in-law’s factory and watch the factory hands at their work and listen to the customers’ conversations. When his military uniform was worn out he began to work for him. After a while his father-in-law died and he became the owner of the factory.

“I now set aside the officer who became a carpenter and I’ll tell you about something that happened to me a few days ago. I have a young granddaughter,” the old man continued. She wanted me to be amused by the brilliance of Uncle Adam’s puppets. I promised to take her there. After a few days had gone by and I still hadn’t taken her, her pleading overcame me and I took her.

“We arrived at Uncle Adam’s shop. I saw ‘Adam Isba’ written on his shop. The name surprised me. I thought that I was imagining it because of what I had been thinking about, for in those days I was preoccupied with that Polish officer who had married a woman descended from Brühl’s Jew, the officer whose name was Adam Isba. Suddenly I see his name written on a shop in Leipzig.

“I asked Uncle Adam, ‘Is the name written on the sign on your shop your name?’ Uncle Adam answered, ‘The whole of Leipzig knows Uncle Adam’s shop and they all know that this is my name.’ I said to him, ‘In that case are you descended from the officer Adam Isba who was a member of the Poniatowski staff?’ Uncle Adam replied, ‘I know that there is a bridge in Leipzig they call the Poniatowski Bridge, but that the owner of the bridge was an officer who was so exalted as to have been my progenitor, that I do not know.’ After Uncle Adam’s remark I could no longer speak to him about his origin.”

Mrs. Salzmann said to me, “Do you believe that I told you all the old man said about Uncle Adam’s origin to explain the source of his kindness, for all the time my son was ill he entertained him and in the end he sold us his puppets. I’m not one of those Jewish women who say that every positive trait has come down from the Jews, that it was this trait that urged Uncle Adam to do a good deed, that the quality of mercy came to him from his Jewish ancestors. My friend, I know that there are good gentiles just as there are bad Jews, but when I think about it, it does surprise me that an old gentile gave up his puppet theater in order to gladden the heart of a sick Jewish child.”
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Bereaved women usually lament and weep endlessly. Matilda Salzmann didn’t even dress in mourning. Every mother who lost a son in the war still wore black because Germany hadn’t yet legislated against mourning dress to avoid frightening the nation and weakening the resolve of those going to war. Apart from any hint of laughter vanishing from the lips of the dead boy’s mother, there was no sign that she was in mourning. This and something else: she wouldn’t go to the Rose Garden where she had always taken her son when he was a child, together with her little adopted Erna. Now she was bereft of them both. Erna had gone with her birth mother and married someone, and God took Moritz Ernst, the child of her womb, without allowing him a burial place. His mother and father exhausted themselves in the attempt to discover the location of their son’s grave, without any response. Most of the boys who served with him in battle had died and those who remained alive reacted with deranged laughter.

The mother of the dead child sits in the café with no sound of weeping and no sight of tears. She behaves now that he is dead as she did during his life. She welcomes everyone and manages the café. As long as she is able to she serves coffee and not some coffee substitute, and all kinds of pastries that please the palate, while most other cafés serve their customers coffee that isn’t coffee and pastries that are pastries in name only.

Where does she obtain her excellent products when hoarders and black marketeers proliferate and most people pay their debts by barter? She obtains her good products as a result of something her grandmother said. I’ll tell you what that means. The grandmother used to say, “It is well known that loyalty pays off.” The old woman is dead but her words live on in her granddaughter’s heart. So when the café was opened Matilda said to her husband, “Sit down Bernhard, I want to say something. Most people do what they do without becoming rich. Some succeed and some don’t. Why do those succeed and the others fail? We won’t go through their ledgers but let us cherish the thought that loyalty pays off and we shouldn’t try to make money off of our customers whose only pleasure may be drinking the cup of coffee they have ordered and a pastry to eat.

They approached all the businesses they had heard do not keep questionable merchandise under the counter and whose managers are faithful to their customers and consult with them and always try at to find goods for them. Their customers are also not tempted by dealers who offer them the same goods for less than they are used to paying. It benefited the Salzmanns in these times that businessmen who dealt with them in the good days would supply their goods even in bad times and they would satisfy their own customers.

I’ve have told you similar things about Mr. Lublin. Still, I ask, is the good diminished because two people do the same good thing?

I have digressed a little into buying and selling that I know about only by word of mouth. I’ll return to the mother of the dead boy whom I know from observation. This bereaved mother says, “Tears won’t saturate the dead and weeping will not raise him from his grave, if he has one. We should do for the living what we are unable to do for the dead.” This is what she does with everyone. With those in need of help, charity, and with all others, friendliness and a kind word. Charity that we do for the poor stands us in good stead for the world to come. Friendliness and a kind word stand us in good stead for easing the burdens of this world.
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Every time I go in to drink a cup of coffee she comes and sits down with me and tells me the things that have saddened and troubled her. Neither money nor honor help a person in times of trouble, only an ear that listens to a suffering heart. Even though she didn’t tell me specifically that she meant to talk to me I realized that she made me the ear attuned to her troubled mind. I sit with my cup of coffee and listen to her. When we are sitting together we are undisturbed by waitresses. They know that their mistress’ heart is full and it is very good that she has found someone to tell her troubles to. When the waitress brings me a cup of coffee she says, “I’ve brought you coffee,” and when she speaks to me she calls me by my name and I feel that she says my name in the same tone as Mrs. Salzmann’s. “They have baked a wonderful cake,” the waitress adds in a whisper, “We have left you a fine slice.”

I tended a little to certain types of cake, not because of their quality but because of Professor Nadelsticher who once heard a waitress whispering to me that they had left me a fine slice of cake. The Professor said in a loud voice, “I see that this entire café was created only for this gentleman,” and by saying “this gentleman” he meant me, even though he knows my name because I have rescued him many times from malicious friends or neighbors who condemn every mistake they find in his essays.

Let me say something about his friends. Many of them have made a name for themselves either through his books or through scientific systems that bear his name. Some of them pretend to understand, either all or a little, if you explain something to them. Others have difficulty understanding even if you explain it to them by various means. Others understand while not understanding. What about Nadelsticher? A few weeks ago I helped him proofread something, fixing errors in his Hebrew spelling. When I saw the essay in print I noticed that he had made some of the changes I suggested and added an exclamation mark in parentheses, meaning, “As Lagarde says,” as if to say that Lagarde quotes this verse as if it were a verse from Scripture, and boasts to Nadelsticher that no scholar had made this discovery before him as if to say, “Neither have you.” Nadelsticher told me, “Even you didn’t notice this when you saw my essay in manuscript.” I asked him whether he had consulted a Bible concordance. He replied, “Yes, in the one by Fürst and also in the one by Mandelkern and the one by Bomberg whose hard work keeps those other two in business.” I said to him, “You’ve done well, Professor, in consulting the concordance, and the creators of the concordance did well not to offer what you were looking for because they were dealing with verses from Scripture and de Lagarde meant stanzas of The Taĥkemoni.”

Why have I mentioned Prof Nadelsticher? All I have to say is “I am innocent—I regard not myself.” I now return to the mother and the boy after interrupting myself.
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While I was sitting in Mr. Lublin’s store on the day after I came to Leipzig Mr. Lublin sent Schwanke to bring us coffee and cakes from the Salzmann’s café and he brought the coffee from a different café because he had found the Salzmann’s café closed. This was because their only son had been killed in the war. Mr. Lublin said, “Mrs. Salzmann will overcome the tragedy but Mr. Salzmann will never get over it.” Mr. Lublin was very mistaken. Mr. Salzmann did not bend nor did he break. As the prophet Habakkuk said, “The righteous will live by their faithfulness to God”, and then Isaiah came along and said, “Then all your people will be righteous,” and later righteous men said, “A Jew will live through his faith in God.”

Mr. Salzmann goes to pray twice a day. He says the morning prayer at the Jassy synagogue where worshippers rise early for prayer since a café owner must be ready for his customers early in the morning. He says the afternoon and evening prayers in the prayer house of the Galician ĥasidim. In both places he leads the congregation’s prayers, but in the Jassy synagogue there are some old men who refuse to pray with him because they say that the prayers of anyone whose business is open on the Sabbath are corrupt, even if he gives charity up to the very heavens. When Berish Salzmann recognizes his disgrace he doesn’t respond but goes to the synagogue of the Galician ĥasidim who take note of the good deeds but not the bad ones. They are told, “His café is open on the Sabbath.” They reply, “He has created a deed of sale that gives ownership of the café to a gentile on the Sabbath.” The others say to them, “He’s the gentile.” They ask them, “Have you seen this with your own eyes?” The others answer, “With our own eyes we have seen that he and his wife serve their customers on the Sabbath the same as on weekdays.” They ask them, “Have you seen that with your own eyes? If you have, do not believe it.” Berish leads the services and he delights the congregation with his pleasant voice, also because of his fine lineage, and because of his generosity for the needs of individuals as well as for the synagogue’s rent or for other expenses.

Do you remember how you would fulfill the obligation of eating the se’udah shlishit meal at the end of the Sabbath? One of you would bring a small piece of fish in a cup and every one of you would take out a slice of ĥallah and dip it into the sauce without touching the fish itself and finally every one of you would receive a fly’s portion of it. When Berish Salzmann began to pray in your synagogue regularly everyone would receive his own hearty portion, apart from an entire ĥallah designated for a blessing, and stewed or fried fruit. While eating and drinking they sing Sabbath hymns and Berish would raise his voice in song so that even the angels of destruction who lie in wait for a man’s sins hid themselves in the darkness to listen to his lovely voice.

Other ĥasidim in Leipzig, hostile to the ĥasidim of the Galician Rebbes who broke away from them and built themselves a separate prayer house, mock Berish’s piety and say, “Even a flea wouldn’t be filled by his piety.” One of them told me that once on a Sabbath afternoon his son came to Salzmann’s café with Professor Nadelsticher and when the professor laid his lighted cigar on the table Salzmann placed an ashtray down in front of him. His son also told me that another time on the Sabbath he was sitting in Salzmann’s café with some friends and one of them asked for a match to light his pipe and couldn’t find one. He struck his glass and called out for matches. Berish jumped up and brought him some. You are convinced that he thought of him as a gentile, not least of all because Berish knows that he and the boy’s father grab leftovers from their rebbe’s bowl. What justification does Berish have for opening his café on the Sabbath? The justification is the deed of sale that a scholarly passer-by whom Berish had invited to his table drew up for him. Because I know, my friend, that you like to start everything from the beginning I’ll tell you how it all began.

One time the guest asked Berish, “Why is it that when you recite the line, ‘May the Merciful One grant us an honorable livelihood’ in the Grace after Meals I hear you sighing in a heartbreaking way?” Berish closed his eyes and sighed, “Oh Tate zisser, sweet Father, oh sweet Father in heaven, an honorable livelihood, an honorable livelihood.” The guest said to him, “But I see that your household behaves honorably, thank God, so why are you sighing?” Berish echoed, “Thank the Lord who has granted me my bread, and I have a good business that has allowed me an honorable livelihood with a little bit of wealth, but I must give it up.” “Why?” “Why? Because I’m afraid of desecrating the Sabbath.” The guest said, “God forbid that a Jew like you would consider a business that would lead to a hint of desecration of the Sabbath.” Berish said, “God forbid.” The guest asked, “What is this business?” Berish began to explain to the guest the nature of his café in a way that he would understand. The guest was sure that the café functioned in the same way as an old man and an old woman in his town who would prepare kettles filled with hot water before the Sabbath and on the Sabbath they gave hot water to all who asked for it. In the same way, a ĥasid and his wife who, may the Lord spare us, had no children, who lived in his neighborhood stood every Sabbath morning at the door of the bathhouse holding kettles full of water to make sweet tea for everyone coming out of the bathhouse. But they were doing so for the sake of performing a mitzvah, while Berish does so in order to make a living. At any rate there is no desecration of the Sabbath here, because if a Jew came for a coffee he would pay after the Sabbath ended, if a non-Jew came for a coffee he would pay a gentile to whom Berish had handed authority through a deed of sale. In short, the guest did not leave Leipzig until Berish had a contract of a deed of sale in his hand. What does that naive ĥasid do with a deed of sale? Either he keeps it with an amulet given him by his rebbe or he hides it among his burial shrouds in order to deceive the angels of destruction who would come afterwards to take their revenge for the desecration of the Sabbath. He would show them that he had a deed of sale in his hand.

Berish Salzmann is no scholar nor does he pretend to be one. But he has a fine quality, that he practices his Judaism as an observant Jew in a gentile city where most of the Jews have removed the yoke of heaven from themselves and try to look like gentiles. His wife, like him, is diligent about keeping kosher, and any observant Jew can dine at their table without fear, even though she was born and raised in Leipzig, as were her father and mother. Berish Salzmann has another fine quality—that he is devout, and even if he is not as devout as his father and forefathers or the pious men in his birthplace which he left as a young man to come to Leipzig, he was devout enough for the time and place.

These times are not like earlier times and Germany is not like Galicia. A Jew must struggle to maintain his Jewishness and even more, to remain devout. Even though Galicia is the birthplace of Ĥasidism there are Jews there who denigrate piety, so why should we be surprised by the German Jews who are remote from Ĥasidism and who, like their ancestors, know nothing about it?
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Berish Salzmann is also Bernhard Salzmann, a tall, good-looking man with blue eyes and blond hair. His beard is cut in the German style of his parents’ generation and his clothes are well made. When he serves his customers in the café some of them raise their eyebrows and seem to be prepared to serve him. Once he happened to be in Dr. Paul Bötticher’s office. Dr. Bötticher looked up from his papers and almost invited him to sit down. Professor Nadelsticher said, “Salzmann looks as if he has stolen a German face and pasted it on his own.” I have told you this only to let you know the power of Ĥasidism, for when Berish is with his rebbe he becomes like the majority of the ĥasidim.

Berish is as attached to his rebbe as his father was attached to the rebbe’s father and his forefathers to the rebbe’s forefathers, and in that generation a man had to have total devotion in order to be a ĥasid, because the mitnagdim treated the ĥasidim like the gentiles treated the Jews—what an idea!—especially in the big cities where the mitnagdim were the community leaders and treated the ĥasidim perhaps even worse than the gentiles treated the Jews. But Berish’s grandfather did not live in mortal fear and was a wholehearted ĥasid.

The grandson is like the grandfather but with one difference: the grandfather didn’t care about the mitnagdim and the grandson does not care about the ĥasidim, meaning those ĥasidim who are not part of his own rebbe’s court, for they are even worse than the mitnagdim. For while the mitnagdim hate the ĥasidim they do not inspect them, but those ĥasidim examine every single step of the other rebbes’ ĥasidim to find a reason to denigrate them.

Once a year Berish travels to see his rebbe and even before he reaches his rebbe’s town until after he leaves it he wears the traditional clothing of the ĥasidim. Needless to say, on the Sabbath, ĥasidic clothing reveals the “extra soul,” but even on weekdays he goes in ĥasidic garb. If it were not for his beard, which has had an encounter with scissors, not a hint of Germany would be discerned in him, for even the ultra-Orthodox in Germany trim their beards because Ĥasidism was not accepted in Germany.

Why wasn’t Ĥasidism accepted there? Because Germany didn’t qualify for Ĥasidism. The reason for this is that with the arrival of the holy brothers Rabbi Elimelech and Rabbi Zusha on the outskirts of Germany their exile came to an end and they didn’t set foot in the country and this is why Ĥasidism didn’t spread throughout. A country visited by the holy brothers Rabbi Elimelech and Rabbi Zusha did qualify but ones they had not been to did not. When the holy brothers assumed the burden of exile in honor of the Shekhinah who was exiled from her home they would go from town to town and from country to country and the people would cling to them and their piety. When they reached the outskirts of Germany their period of exile had already come to an end and therefore Germany did not qualify for Ĥasidism. This was true of all of Germany. It was reflected in some individuals coming to Germany from places where Ĥasidism existed. Even in Leipzig one could see the shadow of a reflection of those countries the holy brothers had visited. Two or three generations ago a few individuals reached Leipzig from Poland, Galicia and Wallachia and they would observe the practice of Ĥasidism behind closed doors, but not in public. At the outbreak of the war when half of Galicia was destroyed most of the Jews were uprooted from their homes and some of them came to Leipzig, and found ĥasidim there. Some of the newcomers practiced as they did, meaning that they maintained the ĥasidic custom in matters between man and God, but in relation to the outside world they were like everybody else. But there were those among them who didn’t abandon their practice even on the outside by not changing their language or their clothing, they didn’t cut their sidecurls and of course their beards, of which every hair has an essence and a source, according to Kabbalah.

What about Berish Salzmann? On the outside he looks as if his forefathers were born in Leipzig. The gentiles in Leipzig were indistinguishable from him but on the inside he was a ĥasid and needless to say when he went to see his rebbe even his external self became like his internal self, truly outside as inside. I’ve already told you that once a year he would visit his rebbe and he would make another journey if there was a particular reason to go. He did this a number of times, also when his only son rushed into the war while he was still young and tender and hadn’t yet reached the age of conscription into the army.

Until the outbreak of the war his rebbe remained with his people in Galicia, within the community of his ĥasidim, but when the war destroyed Galicia the majority of the Jews were uprooted from their homes, the rebbes went with them. Rebbes who had been affected by the war in the resorts outside Galicia, where they would go every year, went to Vienna and settled there. Rebbes who had never left Galicia or forsaken the customs of the earlier rebbes settled in Hungary. Berish’s rebbe who loathed the manners of those rebbes as if they were idolworshippers went to Hungary.

Anyway, Berish went to see his rebbe in Hungary and told him about his only son. The rebbe closed his eyes and sat still for an hour with closed eyes and his face wrinkled like someone needing a short nap. Seeing the rebbe’s face, Berish began to fear that, God forbid, the heavens were showing his rebbe dreadful decrees, God forbid, for his son. He broke out in a sweat through fear and terror and shouted “Oy, Rebbe!”

The rebbe jumped, opened his eyes like a man suddenly woken from sleep and said, “Put your mind at rest, Berish, do not worry about your son. Because he went to the war intact in body and soul that is how he will leave it, intact in body and soul. I prayed very deeply for your son even before you came to ask me about him and I am certain that my prayer will not return empty, if not by my doing, but that of my holy forefathers and their supplications to the Holy One blessed be He in their House of Study on high.”

His rebbe said to him, “When did I pray for our dear little Ernst Moritz, your son? I prayed for him on the Sabbath of the week we read the portion, ‘When you go to war against your enemies,’ and if you wish to know why I prayed for him on that Sabbath, it is because that week we read of the command to destroy Amalek, for our holy Torah is eternal and in every generation God goes to war with Amalek, as we see in this war that the evil kingdom of Russia has waged against our Kaiser.”

The rebbe’s wife added, “The rebbe made a tremendous effort on behalf of your son in his prayers.” The rebbe added, “I turned over many universes for dear little Ernst Moritz, that he should live.”

“So then why was he killed?”

“Why? Because the angels did not manage to bring all the rebbe’s entreaties and supplications before the Glorious Throne, for due to the rebbe’s great compassion he prays ceaselessly for every Jew.”

When Rabbi Jonathan, the rabbi of the Orthodox community of Leipzig heard this he said sarcastically, “All my life I have wondered why our brethren in Germany have been privileged to enjoy a little more tranquility than our brethren in Galicia, Poland and Lithuania and so on. Galicia is for religious adherence, Poland for Ĥasidism, Lithuania for Torah study. When I heard about Berish Salzmann’s rebbe who, through his great compassion, prays incessantly for every Jew to the extent that the angels can’t manage to carry all his supplications to the Glorious Throne I decided that the reason for our German brethren’s having gained a little more tranquility is because they do not have rabbis who bother the Holy One blessed be He with all their pleas, and the angels manage to carry our German brethren’s prayers of to the Glorious Throne.”

Where did Rabbi Jonathan acquire both his Austrian citizenship and his position as rabbi in Leipzig? From his parents-in-law, because when he was living with them in Hungary he divested himself of his Russian citizenship and happily became an Austro-Hungarian citizen.

I’ll tell you how this came about. When the time came for him to be conscripted into the army his father was afraid that he would be taken for army service even though he was weak and not fit for work, and he was right to fear because Russia had lost the war with Japan and some good people in Russia, mainly young people and young Jewish men, didn’t agree with the government’s actions. The country’s leaders declared that a young man can be sustained through army work alone. They began to take every young Jew, whether strong or weak, whether or not fit for work. Rabbi Jonathan’s father pre-empted the country’s leaders and sent his son to Galicia.

He arrived at a town where there was a ĥasidic rebbe. He went to see the rebbe, who assessed him carefully and found him to be a man of Torah. He took him into his home and made him responsible for preparing his eldest son for the rabbinate. Jonathan lived in the rebbe’s house until the rebbe found his son a town where there was a search for a new rabbi to replace the previous one who had died.

The rebbe’s disciples appointed the young man to the rabbinical seat in the town. The rebbe found a wife for Rabbi Jonathan in Hungary, the only daughter of a well-to-do ĥasid who loved the Torah.

Rabbi Jonathan lived in a village with his father-in-law and occupied himself with Torah. The people of the village liked him, and they consulted him on all matters of Torah, and if conflict arose between two people he would mediate between them, and if they wished for a judgment in some case he would render the judgment.

One day a religious scholar visited the village. He recognized Rabbi Jonathan as a learned Torah scholar and he discussed Torah with him many times. He liked his clear mind and his manner with people. The scholar said to himself, “He should therefore be rabbi and teacher in a large congregation.” He added, “And if he lands such a position I think I will have earned a matchmaker’s fee!” He said to Rabbi Jonathan’s father-in-law, “Your son-in-law is a good scholar so let us find him a congregation and we shall appoint him rabbi.”

A few months earlier he had spent a few weeks in Leipzig where his niece’s husband had gone and hadn’t written to her for some years and they had no idea whether he was still there, whether he had gone somewhere else or if he was alive or dead, so the scholar went to find out then and there.

While the scholar was in Leipzig he heard that Rabbi Shimon Waltuch had passed away and this was why all the letters he had written about his niece’s husband hadn’t been answered. After meeting Rabbi Jonathan it occurred to him that he was the man who should be appointed to the seat of Rabbi Shimon Waltuch, since they hadn’t yet found a rabbi to take his place. Rabbi Jonathan and the rabbinate in Leipzig suited each other, because Rabbi Jonathan had positive attributes that qualified him for Leipzig’s rabbinate, where the rabbinical seat had become vacant. Leipzig, like most places in Germany, had three congregations, one Liberal, one Orthodox that had broken away from the large community and one for the Jews from Galicia, Poland, Lithuania and Romania because the German Orthodox were not sufficiently devout for them, and they established a congregation for themselves with their place of worship the old Jassy Synagogue.

As long as Rabbi Shimon Waltuch was alive his congregation accepted his authority but when he died every individual wanted to bring a rabbi from his own country. This congregation had been brought together from many countries and what suited someone from one country did not suit someone from elsewhere and it was difficult to find a rabbi acceptable to every point of view. When Rabbi Jonathan’s sponsor grew to know him he discovered that he was comprised of many nations. He was born in Russia, raised in Galicia and became proficient in Torah while residing with his father-in-law in Hungary. In addition to all this he had grown up in the house of a famous ĥasidic rebbe and his marriage had been arranged by this rebbe who had been the matchmaker himself.

The sponsor spent a few weeks in Leipzig. He discussed Rabbi Jonathan with person after person. He told Torah scholars about Rabbi Jonathan’s Torah insights, he told householders about Rabbi Jonathan’s qualities, and to the ĥasidim he told how important Rabbi Jonathan is in the eyes of the learned ĥasidic rebbes. None of the sponsor’s efforts were in vain. The Russians agreed, because Rabbi Jonathan was born in Russia. The Galicians agreed because he had been raised in Galicia. The Hungarians agreed even though he was not from Hungary nor had he been a student in a Hungarian yeshivah, he had been close to the head of a Hungarian family who had given him his daughter in marriage. His time in Hungary had certainly not been wasted and he had studied what the Lord God blessed be His name demands from every Jew. The Poles and Lithuanians neither agreed not disagreed. The Poles because they saw themselves as a minority, the Lithuanians because it was said that they did not miss an opportunity to say “no,” if not today then tomorrow, not only that but a “no” that takes so long to emerge from their mouths that nobody can gainsay it.

The sponsor wrote to Rabbi Jonathan and told him to come to Leipzig, that all of Leipzig was waiting for him, and he added that he should be ready to take up his post there and prepare something to say to the community, some of whom are learned, others people of means and the rest of no particular character. You teach them about Torah they want stories, give them stories and they are still not satisfied because their instructor is convinced that they are ignorant and incapable of understanding Torah. The sponsor wrote to tell Rabbi Jonathan’s father-in-law that he should supply his son-in-law with good clothes and ironed underwear because in Leipzig even the chicken slaughterer is well dressed with a starched collar as if he were the rabbi.

Rabbi Jonathan came to Leipzig and preached to the community. Some of them proclaimed him devout but others found it difficult to accept a young man assuming the seat of their old rabbi, who had been a disciple of the sage who authored the Minĥat Ĥinukh. The majority supported Rabbi Jonathan so he was appointed rabbi. In order to avoid a controversy and to forestall those who said, “He is not our choice nor is he our rabbi,” he chose a new name for the community, calling it The Congregation of the Godfearing.

In the evening I went to see Rabbi Jonathan. We spoke about the things people like us speak about. Among other things I said to him, “I have heard that you made a joke.” He said, “I know what you mean, the joke I made about Berish’s rabbi, but now I can only tell you something regrettable. Berish and his wife do a great deal of good. People like us manage to donate a portion to charity with some difficulty but they give sevenfold more. At first when Berish donated money for the religious school I commended him for giving financial support to Torah, but now that I know that those funds come from the desecration of the Sabbath I would like to throw them back in his face. His café is open on the Sabbath the same as on weekdays and he and his wife are convinced that because all the money the café takes on the Sabbath is given to charity it is as if the Holy One blessed be He nods His head and says to them ‘You are doing the right thing, my children,’ but what does the Torah say? ‘For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes.’ ”
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I end the story of the fourth shop that has been divided into many stories that are difficult to link to the main body of the story, that of the owner of the fourth of the four shops in Böttcher Street that Mr. Lublin bought from the City Council, leaving them unchanged for four elderly shopkeepers who do not pay him rent, which infuriates Schwanke, Mr. Lublin’s servant, causing him to quarrel with the shopkeepers.

I have told you more about the Salzmanns than about Adam Isba the shopkeeper because of their support of Isba in his misfortune, that because of the war his hands and his shop are empty and he has nothing to sell. Adam Isba sits at the door of his shop and watches the passers-by. A man passed by and peered into the shop. Isba said to him, “You’re looking in vain, the shop is empty, the war has devoured our efforts and there are no goods to sell.” Schwanke heard and shouted, “If you have nothing to sell why are you sitting here? Close your shop and give the key back to Mr. Lublin.” Isba answered, “Watch your manners, Schwanke. When your grandmother was a young whore I was already a husband with a wife and children.” The knife sharpener added, “You son of a bitch, what does it matter to you whether Mr. Isba pays or not. If he pays, what then? Will Mr. Lublin give you the money to buy a rope to hang yourself with? And you Adam, my friend, if I were an artist like you I would make an image of Schwanke for all of Leipzig to laugh at.”

The knife sharpener doesn’t do this because he’s not an artist, and the artist doesn’t do this because artists do not generally create what others regard as being appropriate for making art. This is what Friederika Lemke does.

Every time she hears quarrelling in the courtyard she opens the window and watches and listens. While her guests sit with a cup of coffee at twilight she shows them her courtyard theater. In my opinion this is futile. Friederika Lemke was an actress and she still has a strong theatrical spirit. She is not qualified to dramatize day-to-day things especially people’s undramatic conversations.

Adam Isba still sits at the door of his empty shop and watches the passers-by and if a person were to peer into his shop he would say to him, “There’s no point, it’s empty, the war has devoured the stock, now my shop is empty, there is no stock in my shop.”


Chapter Six

1

Isba’s is not the only empty shop. Many large shops are sparse and empty. Because of the war goods have disappeared. All their replacements have also gone. Isba is not the only one who complains about his business, even elderly traders complain, “There is nothing to buy or to sell.” The war not only devours human flesh but also their food and even their clothing. Leipzig, which used to be the mother of all trade, has lost all its trade. For the three weeks of the fair samples of new merchandise were nowhere to be seen for everyone had come to the fair empty-handed.

The visitors to the fair sit in the restaurant at the main train station and in other restaurants and burgeoning cafés, drinking coffee that is not coffee, eating food that is food in name only, and discussing merchandise that is not worthy of consideration. Young waitresses serve the customers, replacing their menfolk who have been conscripted. The war takes the men and leaves the women. Women serve the customers in the restaurants and cafés. We ride a trolley car—a woman is driving it. We travel in a train driven by a woman. If the war does not end soon there will not be a man left in the country. Aren’t the men who wander around the country men? They are indeed men but due to some disability or because of the city’s need for them to sing the war’s praises the war has relieved them of having to go and fight.

The war increases in power. There is no end to it. All those who predict results have tired of predicting the end of the war. Of course it is clear that Germany will defeat its enemies and extend its borders. Everywhere a drop of German blood has been shed guarantees that spot for Germany. The number of territories in which Germany is fighting will bear the name of victorious Germany.

Leipzig, which used to be a trading capital, must rest on its laurels. People from other countries who used to come here on business can no longer come because of the war that has spread its tentacles to them, for it is a Great War of Germany against all the nations and countries.

Anyway, we do not despair. May the days of the war pass by and Leipzig return to its former glory. When Frederick II waged war on the Saxons and beat them, he imposed a heavy tax on Leipzig, which sank under its weight. The officials approached General Seydlitz and begged for mercy for their city because the tax that Frederick had imposed on them was insupportable. General Seydlitz said to them, “Calm yourselves, even if the King were to pry out all the cobbles in the Leipzig streets to pave the streets of his city of Berlin, he cannot seize Leipzig’s eminence.” In a short while, Seydlitz’s consoling words came true and Leipzig returned to its greatness, and even increased its wealth many times over. Soon all Germany’s peoples became one great and splendid nation and all their territories, one glorious Empire. Now Prussia does not go to war with Saxony or the Prussian king fight the King of Saxony. Now Prussia and Saxony fight against Germany’s enemies because Germany has a single enemy and it is up to Germany as a whole to completely defeat it.

War casualties increase, with a vast number of dead having gone to war for love of their fatherland. Even youngsters who hadn’t reached the age of service were inspired to go to war. Like their older brothers who had joined up, they died too. God, who is aware of Germany’s integrity and knows the Kaiser’s soul, should be at his right hand and crush all his enemies beneath him. Everyone possessed of a German soul agrees with this, such as the inhabitants of the country, such as the Jews living there, the people and its priests, the Jews and their rabbis, in churches and in synagogues, in the Liberals’ temples or the prayer houses of the Orthodox. They all utter a single phrase and one word, to volunteer for the war in body and pocket for the sake of truth and justice.

2

How long has it been since Mr. Lublin left me in his store? I didn’t look at my watch nor did I want to. I know the watch. When I have no time, it has no time; when I have time, it has time. When I don’t have time it rushes, when I do it creeps or doesn’t move at all. If it weren’t for thinking about the things that help us pass the time, who could withstand its length?

I’ll reflect on time. Time is tortuous and stubborn. When we want to expand it, it contracts, when we want to contract it, it expands. Nobody can rule time. However, whoever created time also created thoughts that can be used to pass the time. Thinking about time does people good because every time has its own way of thinking. I’m not one of them. If a good thought comes into my mind, thoughts of time disappear. If the thought is not good it steers itself towards the memory of things that have no beginning and no end.

I took up my thoughts and led them one after the other, to my stay in Berlin, where everything I possessed was taken away from me, and what I had hoped to achieve there did not come about. When I realized that my stay in Berlin was unsuccessful I went to Leipzig because I had set my heart on Rabbi Jonathan renewing some of my studies.

I came to Leipzig but didn’t find what I had been looking for. Because of the war there were more and more laws and litigants. Every day people come to argue before Rabbi Jonathan so that he has no time to study the Gemara with me. In the evenings when there are no cases we sit together, drink tea and talk about Torah and the deeds of the sages. He tells me some of the agreeable things and appealing stories he has heard from members of his congregation who come to his home for the melaveh malkah meal at the end of the Sabbath.

Rabbi Jonathan is a scholar and a virtuous man. He tries to teach through a book. This seems strange. A man lives in a city in which there are Jews and books and he sees that the Jews are disconnected from their holy books so why should another book be written? But Rabbi Jonathan says, “The wisdom in all the books is greater than what the generation needs. A book written for the generation that needs it is therefore tedious to create and to give to the generation.” Sometimes he tells me about his writing and sometimes he doesn’t even hint at it.

My thoughts wander. Though all my thinking was about Rabbi Jonathan and his writing I found myself thinking about something else. Do you remember the four elderly shopkeepers in Böttcher Street, among them Götz Weigel, the knife sharpener who, for the sake of brevity, I have called the sharpener? His great-granddaughter is called Gerti Hinnings and she works in the bibliographical department of the bookseller, Kaspar Marius Sr. and Sons, and in addition to her occupation she writes poems. She sends some of them to the newspapers and keeps others in the briefcase she is always carrying. Whenever she sees me outside our workplace she opens her briefcase and takes out a sheaf of poems and reads them to me, without moving a step away until she has read them all. This is not enough for her, so she comes to my room. She doesn’t only come for her poems but because of a book whose nature I was having difficulty understanding. Gerti said, “A person sitting alone in his room can understand something he can’t understand in company.” She didn’t say whether she meant the book, which I have still not been able to fathom, or whether she was referring to herself because she is not one of those people who examines their own character. When they told me that she was the sharpener’s great-granddaughter I was amazed. She had not an iota of the old man’s intelligence, his spirit or his wit.

At first I used to say, “I understand the old men’s language, but not that of their grandchildren and great-grandchildren, but when I met the sharpener’s great-granddaughter I realized that I do understand her language. Many times I knew what she was going to say before she began to speak. I even knew why she didn’t say things she wanted to say. For a man like me this is amazing but as far as young Gerti Hinnings is concerned it is not amazing at all. After all, she is a versifier like those whose verse controls them and often even overcomes them by forcing them to change what they had intended to say. I see that I haven’t expressed this as I should have but even a tarnished expression does not tarnish the truth.

Gerti Hinnings is about twenty-one years old, perhaps twenty-two or older. It’s difficult to tell her age because she is short and slim. I found her in the bibliographical department of Thomas Kaspar Marius Sr. and Sons, the bookstore that deals with ancient languages, when I came to visit old Mr. Marius in his store. Gerti Hinnings was sitting at a table laden with books, a mass of books to her right and left, a pen in her hand, and she was writing down the titles of the books in ink. After the men had been taken to army service men’s work was given to women, one of whom was Gerti Hinnings. Her handwriting was agreeable, as was she, pleasant to everyone, unlike most of the women, for when they take up the men’s work they assume an angry expression, a mistake they make because they think that an angry face is a sign of manliness.

Thomas Kaspar Marius Sr.’s store has four stories with many rooms on every floor, and countless numbers of books occupy every room, books in every language, some that are out of print, others that have been absorbed by other nations and rewritten in their languages. Even though these languages are no longer spoken their books still exist. There are also books written about those nations and their languages, some of them in those languages, others in new ones.

Among these books are also books in Hebrew, piled up on the floor in every room. They have been inherited from theologians and priests and some of them from Jews. Many years ago Jews came from Galicia to the Leipzig fair. They observed the city and its outskirts, its trade and its citizens and wanted to live here. They left their towns and settled in Leipzig. The scholars amongst them joined their brethren who came from the synagogue named after the city of Jassy. Most of those who joined the Jews of Brody were both rational thinkers and Torah scholars. They would engage in trade during the day and at night they would study Torah. The progressive ones wanted to understand the nature of the Jewish people so they would read academic books and other writings. Little by little they replaced rabbinic books with the books of the new intelligentsia. They would study and enjoy them. Yet they didn’t teach their children the Hebrew language. They taught their children many languages, but not Hebrew. When the fathers died the children didn’t know what to do with those books and placed them in their living rooms in the beautiful cabinets their fathers had given them. In more-or-less a year they took the books out of the cabinets and put them into another room. In more-or-less another year they took them into the passage and from there to another room you could truthfully call the junk room. Another year, more-or-less, passed by and they needed that room to keep objects that had outgrown their usefulness. They remembered that in their childhood on the eve of Simĥat Torah they would go to the Jassy synagogue to watch the dancing with the Torah. They said to themselves, “People who dance with the Torah would appreciate Hebrew books.” They loaded up all the Hebrew books and sent them to the Jassy synagogue.

When the members of the Jassy synagogue viewed the Hebrew books, they separated out the volumes studied by righteous Jews, removing the academic and other works out to the corridor. When the shamash came across the books he didn’t know what to do with them. He couldn’t leave them there because they gather dust and tempt the mice to gnaw at them. He couldn’t sell them to the market dealers because their pages are too small to wrap a herring or an onion. He heard that there are gentile stores that will even buy Hebrew books so he sold them to them.

At first Professor Porges would write down the names of the Hebrew books and determine the prices for Marius and Sons. When Porges left the rabbinate and went to a retirement home in Würzburg, Marius and Sons employed useless people whose pleasure came before their bibliographical probity, for if they saw a very well-known and valuable book they would value it as unimportant and the next day they bought the book through someone else. When I met Mr. Thomas Kaspar Marius Sr. at Professor Nadelsticher’s house he invited me to look at his Hebrew books and then asked me to note down their titles and to determine their price. I, who lived in a small attic with no space for books, didn’t possess the collector’s instinct and I did the work faithfully according to what I already knew, also using the catalogs of distinguished booksellers. I found a book whose title hadn’t been mentioned by the catalogers and I wrote on it “this is the only copy I have found.” Because of this all the collectors became angry with me and some of them rapidly became my enemies. They had always reduced the price of valuable books for themselves but since I arrived they pay the full price for their indulgence or leave it unfulfilled. I found a book that I couldn’t identify. I turned it over again and again, without realizing that time, even days, had gone by. However, I am grateful to Mr. Thomas Kaspar Marius Sr. who didn’t mind my spending time on one book. Many times he looked at me warmly when he realized that I was not deceiving him.

My mind wanders to the store of Thomas Kaspar Marius Sr. and Sons, and I see the place and its employees. At first the store had been filled with assistants who possessed enviable expertise in bibliography, who did their work without asking for anything but their salary. Now all that remains of them are two weary, elderly men whose time has come to retire, helped by women, for the male assistants have gone to do the Kaiser’s work and their men’s work has been given to women. Some of them turn important things into minor issues and minor issue into major ones, others do as they are told, neither adding nor detracting anything. Some of them regard their workplace merely as a place to earn their living, but others live in the store as if it were their home. The husbands serve in the military campaigns, the women remain in the cities and fields and do all the work. When the men return from the war they will not find anything to do, for the women have taken over everything. The women consider most of the men to be idle and useless and every woman doubts her husband’s abilities.

I have gone on at length about the women’s work but I only meant one woman, not in a substantial way but only as a minor issue. I was like those women who turn a major issue into a minor one and the other way round. Anyway, I won’t leave the matter until I have said something about it and I must add a preface. When they brought Goethe a pencil and he wrote with it he praised the English who had invented the pencil. Had Goethe seen the pencils I find on my desk every time I come to Marius and Sons he would have increased his praise. One does not find pencils as perfect as these in any bureau or office. Talented artisans have made them with great devotion. I have never seen such perfect pencils. Once I said in the bibliographical department, “I have seen many pencils but none like these.” When Gerti Hinnings heard me she blushed and said, “My mother’s grandfather is a knife sharpener and he sharpened my penknife. I wanted to see how sharp it was. I used a pencil to test my penknife but I didn’t know whose pencil it was.” I said to her, “Is he the sharpener from Böttcher Street?” She cleaned her spectacles and nodded.

Gerti Hinnings, the sharpener’s great-granddaughter, is not like her mother’s grandfather who detests the war even when Germany is winning. Gerti Hinnings is a superb patriot whose thoughts turn mainly to the war heroes who fight for Germany. She writes songs about them. The time has come in Germany for all Germans to do whatever is possible. Boys to the war and girls to excite their hearts. One of Gerti’s songs is sung in every beer hall in the city, feeding the hopes of every German but no one asks who wrote the song and the composer does not acknowledge that it is she.

She doesn’t treat all those who sing her songs as she treats me. Wherever she sees me outside the walls of our workplace she reads me her poems and looks at me expectantly. Because she is doubtful about me, or about her poems, she takes out a second and third one and reads them to me, like some writers who are convinced that they can correct in the second and third piece what they have spoiled in the first one.

I can’t say that her poems are either terrible or good. There are words in every language that create poetry. When one joins together a cluster of such words they become like a poem, if the language has formed them for this or if earlier poets have sanctified them in their poetry. Gerti creates her poetry by using such combinations. Sometimes the power of combining is a power in itself. Anyone who has this power is considered to be a poet.

To please the sharpener’s great-granddaughter I nod my head after each poem and say “Good, good.” She looks at me and asks if I really mean it. I pretend to be offended and I say to her “Do you doubt my words or your poems?” There are words in every language that bring pleasure to those who hear them. I choose some of those words and please the knife sharpener’s great-granddaughter.

I now relinquish her poems and say something about her clothes. I had already abandoned my research on costume, but certain clothing still likes to hear my opinion about it and its wearers. Whether out of habit, or curiosity, either way I sometimes do its bidding as I do now about Gerti Hinnings’ dress.

Gerti Hinnings dresses like the young women in Goethe’s time. If Goethe had seen her he might have fancied her. Or perhaps a woman like her wouldn’t have been to his taste because she wore spectacles and Goethe didn’t like people who wore spectacles. He would mock them as “bebrillte männer,” that is, bespectacled men. Apparently Goethe was referring to men rather than women since he said clearly “bespectacled men.” Because I don’t deal with literary history I relinquish Goethe and return to Gerti.

I don’t know whether she dressed for love of Goethe or of Lily Braun’s book In the Shadow of the Titans. The secret of influence is profound. We can’t always discover what has influenced people. I know something about costume, including headgear, and I’m quite close to Professor Nadelsticher but I haven’t yet discovered who the scholar is who exerted such an influence on Professor Nadelsticher that he copied his hat. Of all the university scholars’ hats I don’t know any that resemble that of Professor Nadelsticher. Because I don’t deal with scholars or their influences I relinquish them and return to Hebrew books.

One day I was working as usual in the bookstore of Thomas Kaspar Marius and Sons. They brought me a very ancient pigskin-bound book that old Mr. Marius had taken out of a pile of books he had bought from the widow of a clergyman from Eisenach and Mr. Marius Sr. said that he was sure that this was a special book because before the clergyman had acquired it it had belonged to a priest who was well known in the history of the Reformation. The clergyman had found the priest’s name written on it and there was no doubt that it was indeed his signature because he would always match the Roman letters of his name with Hebrew ones. I looked at the book but I was unable identify it. I told Mr. Marius that there are books that catalogers are not able to classify unless they read them. I have no time at the moment to read it but tomorrow or later I’ll look into it. I put down the book and turned to other books.

That night Gerti Hinnings came to my room with the book, saying, “I brought you the book because you want to examine it at your leisure.” I sat in silence. She said again, “In Marius’ store one can’t feel at ease because of people going in and out.” I said to myself, “This Gerti has found an excuse to read me her poems.” I said to her, “Open your briefcase and show me your poems. “She replied, “I haven’t brought any.” I asked her, “Why not? In that case you have come for nothing.” She looked at me with her pensive eyes and said, “I haven’t come for nothing. I came to see your room because I’ve never seen it before.” I said to her, “First of all, put your spectacles back on your nose. You’re not obliged to strain your eyes because of something Goethe said. And now, dear lady, to the heart of the matter. If you have come to look at my room perhaps you can tell me where the sofa you’re sitting on is pointing, north or south? I bought a compass from your grandfather’s neighbor, a sailor’s compass, but even the compass can’t point out the directions. You poets don’t have to know how the world works. It’s enough that you find a rhyme for the sun, moon and the stars. Even now, times are difficult for poets. Who can find something to rhyme with Hindenburg, Mackensen, Ludendorff, Kaiser Wilhelm? Nothing rhymes with them, yet I rely on you poets to make it work, but a man like me who isn’t from here wants to point to the direction of the place he has come from. In the end I am like someone being set down on the ends of the earth. Now, my poetic friend, let’s go while there is still moonlight. The moon might suddenly cover itself up and you won’t be able to find your way. The world is filled with obstacles and the hour plots against all comers. Your mother is probably wondering, ‘Why is Gerti dragging her feet, why is she late?’ Your mother’s husband as well, for you have a father and your mother has a man. You have never told me and I haven’t heard whether you have a father or a brother or a sister. Of your entire family I only know you and your greatgrandfather. I don’t know the rest of your relatives. Who are all those descended from the knife sharpener, your mother’s grandfather down to Gerti, and what do they do? Your mother’s grandfather is a sharp old man. He won’t be awarded the Iron Cross for saying what he says about the war. What has he said about your war songs? I fear for him because of his views. If they reach Schwanke’s ears he is lost. What do you want? Your poem? You didn’t bring any poems. If I were not hurrying to go out I would concentrate all my thoughts on finding one thing that would banish the sadness from your heart. But what should I do, I’m in a hurry, I’m about to rush out. Someone is waiting for me. I have arranged a lesson in Gemara with a certain rabbi. Do you know what Gemara is? Gemara is Talmud. God concealed all His mysteries in the Talmud. I regret each and every breath I take without Talmud. I’ve received a ticket for a concert at the Gewandhaus and I am giving it to you. A concert conducted by Nikisch is something not everyone can aspire to. Go and get ready for the concert. I’ll go and study a page of Gemara.”

Some students had come from the religious Jewish schools in Russia to study at universities in Switzerland. Sometimes one of these young men longed for a page of Gemara. He opened the Gemara, sat down and studied. A young woman came to visit him, let’s say a gentile woman. He didn’t want to send her away in case she took up with some other young man. He didn’t want to stop studying the Gemara, because at that very moment his soul yearned for it. What did he do? He picked up the girl, sat her down on his lap and studied the text while playing with her curls, all the while chanting the Gemara.

I didn’t do what these boys did. After I had offered the concert tickets to Gerti I hurried to Rabbi Jonathan’s house, for he was my study-companion for the Gemara, and it was evening when they don’t try legal cases and I knew that the litigants wouldn’t come to argue before him and we would study a page of the Gemara.

I arrived at Rabbi Jonathan’s house and found him stretched out on the sofa, resting from the day’s work. All day he had been in the slaughterhouse in Halle where they had slaughtered an animal for the Sabbath. Because of the ban on ritual slaughter in Saxony, those who ate kosher food in Saxony had to slaughter their animals in Halle in Prussia. The Rabbi of the Orthodox community in Leipzig, the ritual slaughterer and the butcher went to Halle to slaughter an animal, because Halle is in Prussia and Prussia had not banned ritual slaughter. The journey by train from Leipzig to Halle and from Halle to Leipzig took two hours.

Because of Rabbi Jonathan’s fatigue we did not study. But he got up from the sofa and his wife brought tea and cakes and we sat and ate and drank while talking about the Torah and while he told us about the things he had learned from his rabbis and from the rabbis who had ordained him. He talked and I listened. We sat until after midnight. He talked and I listened.

It would have been best had we been able to study, for that is why I came to Leipzig, but a man does not always do what is best, particularly when there is a world war. At such times a man acts not according to his own will but the will of others who are also doing others’ bidding and what others have ordered them to do.

This was not the only evening we hadn’t studied, but on other days and evenings as well, because even though we sat down together we couldn’t study. The war brought many cases and litigants who prevented our studying, making their arguments during the day and settling their cases at night.

I’ll explain. Because of the war law cases increased and there were more complainants but not every case could be tried in the German courts. Due to the many Imperial edicts a person does not know what is allowed and what is forbidden. Matters that are valid in the morning were completely prohibited during the day. Go and explain to the judge that before the litigants had heard about the new decree they had cooperated on a valid matter, but ultimately they disagreed and required a judgment, so if the judge heard they were dealing with an issue that had been prohibited he would subject them to the full force of the law. The courts were unreliable for another reason. Expert jurists dealt with cases concerning the war, but the law was too complicated for those appointed to replace them and they couldn’t manage them. The Jewish merchants realized that they were being subjected to postponements and they began to bring their cases before the rabbis for judgment according to Torah law. To engage in Torah we sometimes must set Torah study aside, as soon as we open a volume of Gemara it must be closed in order to sit in judgment on a case of Torah law.

I’ll now return to the matter I abandoned.

I sat alone in Mr. Lublin’s store with nothing but my thoughts and memories. When he left, Mr. Lublin took all the newspapers that had been in the store and I was left with my thoughts and memories.

That book that Gerti Hinnings had brought me to examine was like a dream without an interpretation. No matter how much I turned its pages I couldn’t explain who had written it, who had printed it and where it had been printed. Once Mr. Kaspar Marius Sr. asked me if I had solved the riddle. I told him, “The letters, the paper and the content have conspired among themselves to keep the names of the author and the printer and the place of publication from me.”

Had they brought it to Mr. Lublin’s store where I had nothing to do I would have inspected the book and perhaps revealed the author’s name and even the year and the place of publication, and maybe even the name of the printer. Then perhaps the bibliographers would have been kind to me and mentioned my name and I would earn a reputation among scholars. But this is not the main thing, the main thing is that the book would have helped me to pass the time, because here in Mr. Lublin’s store there are no books apart from the telephone directory, a map of the campaigns of the war and a railway timetable. If I were to add to them a catalog of the housewares on sale in Mr. Lublin’s store, this would be Mr. Lublin’s entire library.

Mr. Lublin was a child of our time and like most of the children of our time newspapers are enough for him and when he left the store he took the newspapers with him. I remained alone without a book or a newspaper, without even a scrap of print. Apart from the telephone directory, the campaign map, the railway timetable and the catalog of housewares there was nothing to read in the store. Now what should I do and how should I shorten the time until Mr. Lublin or his messenger Lemke return?

The telephone directory? Apart from that same scholar who was the reason for my coming to study the Gemara in Leipzig there was not a person in Leipzig whose conversation I desired. Why didn’t I telephone him? Because it was the Sabbath eve and religious scholars on the eve of the Sabbath were usually busy preparing for the Sabbath, so I couldn’t lightly prevent him from doing so.

The map of the war? Perhaps in the time it takes to look at the map of the war and see that Germany has conquered yet another strip of land, its enemies will already have taken back that same tract of land and I will have wasted my time.

The railway timetable? Because of the war the train schedules had been muddled and there were places where trains no longer ran. Even if they were to come and go as usual I couldn’t come and go because anyone not a German national had to present himself to the police whenever he left or returned. Moreover, from the day I departed for the Diaspora every place is the same for me. Even the holy congregations mentioned in the elegies for the Ninth of Av have become the same as the rest of the cities of the Diaspora. The only book still remaining for me in Mr. Lublin’s store was the catalog of housewares sold by Mr. Lublin’s store.

I picked up the catalog to see the names of the items, like those bibliographers who enjoy listing books. I read the name of each utensil and what is was used for. Each utensil and its own use: Cooking utensils, frying and baking pans, breakfast, lunch and dinner dishes, dishes for other meals and among them boards for bread and butter. At first Mr. Lublin hadn’t listed them in his catalog because he regarded any utensil he hadn’t seen while working in Mr. Nachhut’s company as worthless, but he listed them in his catalog to please Nora, who used them. Actually Nora had already stopped using them, but because he had added them they remained added.

Cleaning appliances are also listed in the catalog. I don’t know if people buy them, and if they do I doubt they use them. Because of the war every housewife is busy bringing food into the house. She runs from market to market and from shop to shop and finds nothing. She can’t even find the food she has read about in the city newspaper, food that will be sold at a certain time in a certain place. Either other women had come earlier or the shopkeeper is hiding them in order to sell them later at a higher price. She returns home empty-handed with nothing to prepare. She boils her empty pots so they don’t require cleaning. Cleaning appliances are superfluous.

I have dwelt on time as if the world is behaving normally and as if all the houses are in order and all the cooking pots filled with food and women stand at the stove and cook, fry and bake and a delightful aroma of good food fills the houses. I admire those who invent ways of easing the burden of events and enhancing people’s enjoyment of their food. But for the war the housewife would choose some new utensils and effortlessly prepare all kinds of good food for her household. Now that the war is at its height all the utensils are useless. The women’s work is harder, they take great trouble and gain very little.

While I sat reading the catalog of dishes, of their own accord they all filled themselves with all kinds of delicacies. Delicacies, of which nothing remains but their names, gave off their pleasant aroma. This was not witchcraft, but the work of the catalog. Words cannot bear to be said for no purpose. Words were not created for chaos. At any rate, it was a little surprising. The words were not in Hebrew. Doesn’t this daydreamer distinguish between words in foreign letters and words written in the letters of the Holy Tongue?
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I discarded the catalog and looked for something else to pass the time. My throat was dry because of the heat. I turned off the central heating. I noticed Mr. Lublin’s cane, the one with which he bangs on Lemke’s window when he needs him. The cane is longer than most others and it is black as boxwood and as heavy as if made of iron. Its top is a knob of brass that looks like gold. Such a cane is rarely seen in places like this, but they can be seen in the Turkish countries held by the leaders of the Christian clergy when they go to pay their respects to the Sultan. How did Mr. Lublin acquire the cane? From Witzelrode’s shop where it had been standing since the time of the first Witzelrode from whom old Witzelrode is descended.

That same Witzelrode the First was one of Karlstadt’s disciples who demolished graven images. After a while he began to feel remorseful in case there was substance in the icons and images he had defaced. He left Karlstadt and his community and went to the Ottoman lands to prostrate himself on the graves of the holy figures he had damaged, for most of the holy men and women are buried in the Ottoman lands in order to be close to the grave of their Saviour who is buried there. While Witzelrode was at sea, pirates captured him, enslaved him and sold him to an old Muslim who put him in charge of the women. Then robbers killed the old man before he could castrate Witzelrode, and they seized the women and Witzelrode and sold him in the slave market. The Greek Patriarch bought him and appointed him caretaker of their holy place. One day, the Sultan’s birthday, the Patriarch went to offer the Sultan his good wishes. He took his slave with him. When he entered the Sultan’s court he handed his cane to his slave because one may not appear before the Sultan with a cane. The Patriarch was about to go up the two or three steps when a crowd of Muslims threw him down and trampled him. Witzlerode ran for his life and made his way to the sea, to be found by a German sailor who had arrived on a boat. The sailor realized that Witzelrode was one of his own people. They fed him and gave him something to drink and took him aboard the boat that was about to sail, and after many days at sea the boat reached Germany. The sailor took Witzelrode with him to the village of his birth. He had a sister with no husband. Witzelrode fell in love with her and married her. Since he couldn’t live with her he left her and went to another place and from there somewhere else until he arrived in Leipzig during the time of the trade fair. He was employed by a vendor of new and used tools who had a stand in the street. The vendor wanted him for his daughter. Witzelrode was tired of women and thought, “God did a bad thing by making a man need his wife. When you see a woman, take her and don’t think too much about whether there is a better one, all the more when her father is prepared to rent you a shop and to give you a share of his merchandise.” Witzelrode married the daughter of that vendor who rented him one of the shops in Böttcher Street. Witzelrode’s wife bore him sons and daughters. Some families were descended from them, one of them being the old man Witzelrode, who was descended from the firstborn son of Witzelrode the First who left his shop to his firstborn, and so on and on until this present Witzelrode. I have written down more than I have told you in a notebook, copied from an old pamphlet I found at Nora Lublin’s who had received it from the last Witzelrode the day Mr. Lublin bought the cane from him.

I wanted to take the cane and bang on Lemke’s window and tell him to come and take my place in the store because I hadn’t yet prepared all I needed for the Sabbath nor had I been to the bathhouse. I didn’t call Lemke for two reasons: I thought that Mr. Lublin might return very soon and see that I had broken my promise because I had told him that I would sit there until his return Also, I was also afraid that Lisa Lotte would ask me to visit her and this would be her mistake. She is the sports queen whom all the Leipzig boys pursue, and I also like her, but she doesn’t know that I know nothing about sport and I’m not from Leipzig. So I put the cane back in its place and sat down again.
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I looked for something else that would cast out my unpleasant thoughts but I couldn’t find anything. Mr. Lublin had taken the newspapers when he left for wherever he was going, and there are no books to read in Mr. Lublin’s store.

I looked around and saw the telephone directory. I opened it and read a little here and there. While I was reading I forgot what I was reading and what I had already read.

I returned the directory to its proper place. A person may need a telephone directory to find out the telephone number of so-and-so whom he wants to call. I’m not such a person because I find it difficult to speak to someone without seeing him face to face. If I’m seeing him and speaking to him face to face I don’t know whether it’s actually necessary. Even if it were necessary not everything I said needed to be said. If there were need for it, it needed to be said not because I said it.

I put down the telephone directory, but couldn’t stop thinking about it and the telephone. From the day I first used a telephone I can only think badly of it. I don’t reprimand myself for not having a telephone. I’m talking about people who are convinced that it is impossible to exist without a telephone. I’ll give you an example of one such person.

He sits in his office or in the coffee house or in the tradesman’s bathhouse or somewhere else, in a cloud of cigar, cigarette and pipe smoke, engaged in many conversations and arguments, within surging noise and turmoil. Only two things diminish, strength and time. If I am to be exact the indirect effect of this man’s strength, for he has exhausted his strength and is using only its effect, like a mountain echo when the sound has faded and all we hear is the echo. He thinks, “In an hour or two I’ll go home and rest.” He arrives home, falls on his bed and closes his eyes to have a little nap. His eyelids droop and he dozes off. He sees himself in the stock market and in other places I don’t know of. He thinks, “A man who has a house to rest in after all his hard work is fortunate.” He hears a sound that is a little like a telephone’s. He thinks, “It’s a good thing this isn’t the telephone ringing because if it were it would prevent me from going home and I’m tired and look forward to a rest.” He hears the sound again and it is indeed a telephone ringing. He says to himself, “Let it ring until it stops.” But the sound does not stop. Reluctantly he gets up and hurries to the telephone not to stop it ringing because if it were to stop it would ring again and keep him from sleep. When he reaches the telephone there is no sound. The caller lost patience and didn’t wait until the other one came to listen to what he had to say, and he put down the receiver. It is not enough that his rest has been disturbed, but if he were to close his eyes again the telephone would ring, because it was obviously urgent for the caller to tell him something important, for if this were not the case he wouldn’t have disturbed the entire household.

What happened to the person called also happened to the caller. He called and was not answered so he said, “No one is at home, I’ll call again in an hour or two.” Meanwhile the other one is waiting for the telephone to ring. He gives up and goes back to his bed. The moment he lies down the telephone rings again.

Just as the telephone is unfathomable, so is its book. Names that have nothing to do with each other appear side by side. Because my name begins with a certain letter am I the neighbor of someone whose name begins with the same letter? Even a sinner in hell is neighbor to sinners like himself but in the telephone directory it is not what a person does that is meaningful, the only thing that matters is the first letter of his surname.

I opened the telephone directory again because I wanted to see how the book’s author organized men and women who have nothing to do with each other. I found a name among them that was common in my town. I didn’t yet know whether if it belonged to a fellow townsman or not but it I responded as men of my town usually do—that is, if I recall someone from our town he immediately appears before me and does not leave me alone. I thought, “I know him. Not only him but his entire family and all those who bear that name.”

I devoted myself to considering which family was the first to have this name, why they have it, where they had come from to our town, why they had come to our town and in whose era they had come. Was it because they had found refuge in our town due to a false allegation made against them? Even though there is no evidence behind that allegation, since there has been no place or time that did not suffer such falsities, usually more than one, as long as we don’t know to the contrary we must assume that they escaped from their town to ours because of just such a false allegation. What do we do with all the other problems? As long as there is no answer for them we must set them aside for further consideration.

A different problem is families with the same name who are not related, or those who were related but their connection has been forgotten, or those who, without ever being related, took the name because it is agreeable or because it was the name of a great man. People don’t reach out only for others’ property but also for the names of important people who have made their name throughout the land. Suddenly I had become a researcher of family histories, their genealogies and names. Had I devoted myself to the names of important people who had made a name for themselves because of the war they had waged, because of the countries they had conquered, the lands they had destroyed, there might have been some use to my deliberations. Now that I was devoting myself to ordinary people it seemed a waste of my time.

I was angry with myself and my thoughts that had dragged me to fruitless contemplation that causes idle people to waste their time, but how important is time to somebody sitting and doing nothing?

I noticed Mr. Lublin’s cane that he uses to bang on Lemke’s window when he needs him. I saw myself picking up the cane and going out and banging on Lemke’s window. Lemke opens the window and says, “Yes, sir, Mr. Lublin, I’m coming right away.” He says, “Yes, sir, Mr. Lublin” because he hears the sound of Mr. Lublin’s cane. I imagined myself leaving the store and going to buy my supplies for the Sabbath and preparing myself for the Sabbath by having a hot bath as I usually do on Sabbath eve. Why haven’t I done this? Because of my deliberations about families and names.

Who are these families and what do they do? They earn a living with a little study and a few good deeds. Some of them are members of this or that charitable organization, to house the homeless, or clothe the naked, or bury the dead, or dress the bride. I would be surprised if there were a single person back in my town who could imagine that a man in a large German city, 700 miles away, was sitting and thinking about them.

I sat in Mr. Lublin’s store with nothing but my thoughts. He had unthinkingly taken the newspapers when he left the store, leaving me alone. Mr. Lublin is a great reader. Because he is so captivated by the events of the day he was apt to buy a newspaper while having already stuffed two or three others into his jacket. Mr. Lublin often says that he is a man of his time who must know about the events of the day and comment on them. I don’t read newspapers. Until the advent of the war I was content with those humorous magazines I would read while sitting at the barber’s, but since the outbreak of the war those magazines no longer make one laugh. If a person wishes to know about his own time he should read ordinary newspapers.
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Thoughts about my town and its inhabitants, which had come to me before vanishing again, now returned. Now that they are back they won’t let me be.

Our town is small, with few inhabitants. A hundred years ago about 4,000 Jews lived there and six years before the war, when I immigrated to the Land of Israel, there were some 8,000 Jews, one thousand more than the gentiles, some of whom were Poles and some Ruthenians.

A great many of them went to other towns and countries because they couldn’t find anything to do. Others went because they imagined that in other places they would be fed succulent meat on tables of gold. Some of them exchanged poverty for poverty while others achieved what they couldn’t have in our town. Our town is difficult, as are its inhabitants. They dislike anyone advancing himself above the other townsmen. If one does, he does so only after he has left the town and its people behind him. Naked and barefoot Mr. Lublin left our town and now he is wealthy and respected, not only by his friends and acquaintances but also by those who love Leipzig’s past, and by the city councilors. Mr. Lublin bought the ancient shops in Böttcher Street without demolishing them and building new ones to replace them as is usual in Leipzig where everyone who buys an old building tears it down and replaces it with a new one. He left them the way they used to be and offered a remnant of old Leipzig. All those who loved Leipzig’s old relics appreciated him, and he allowed the city councilors to escape the wrath of those who accused them of selling three hundred years of Leipzig’s history for profit. If not for Mr. Lublin, who bought the shops from the contractor, no vestige of the old Leipzig would have remained. It so happened that one of the councilors went somewhere with Mr. Lublin and while having a conversation with him he discovered that Mr. Lublin could dispense good counsel and wisdom. He began to involve Mr. Lublin and when he asked for his advice concerning matters involving the city, he found it to be good and scrupulous. When the people complained about the inferior bread that turns a person’s stomach, and jam which is neither sweet nor does it taste of fruit, the jam everyone disparagingly calls “Hindenburg fat” which they hurl at the face of the statue of Hindenburg that the city put up in his honor, Mr. Lublin advised the councilors to compensate the people with eggs. Why eggs? According to the city statutes, the administrators of the city’s food supply confiscated the eggs from grocers and took cellars away from their owners to store eggs, and sought, but didn’t find, willing hands to prevent them from going bad because most of the specialists had been conscripted and the few who remained in the city were happy to look the other way because the mice had already begun gnawing the eggs. Thousands of eggs had already been thrown into the Alster, the Pleisse and the Parthe rivers. Mr. Lublin told the City Councilors to take out the eggs and give them to the populace to eat. His advice was accepted and they distributed three eggs to each person. The councilors were satisfied with having found a solution that diverted the people’s anger away from them and the people were satisfied because while Berlin sees an egg only once in three weeks, in Leipzig every person eats three eggs a week. I was almost certain that Mr. Lublin’s outing today was also to the City Council. Since this is only an assumption I am setting it aside to return to the rest of the people in my town who left the town and went somewhere else.

Not everyone who left the town benefited from going away. Many of them were misled by their imagination. It seemed to them that the genius of their accomplishments was greater than others considered it to be, and by going elsewhere they would achieve what was due to them. They sold all their belongings to pay for their journey and went somewhere else. They live wherever their fate leads them, cursing themselves and their fate, which has proven to be unkind, bringing adversity after adversity. They recall the dust of our town as if it were gold dust. But as a result of the war the dust of the land changed because of the horses’ hooves, because of the riders, because of all those who bear the sword, the spear and the lance, Austrians and Russians, and there is no place for a peace-loving person who seeks only to make a living. The person who settled well did well. Even better was the one whose many enterprises didn’t allow him any time for thought. I include every man whose business exceeds his control, making progress beyond its founder’s intention.

I pass over the rest of the Galician exiles in Leipzig, for whom concealment is better than exposure because they are pursued by the city councilors who are eager to expel them from the city, for as a consequence of the war food in the city is scarce and they painstakingly prevent any individual from swelling the ranks of the hungry. They are particularly vigilant about preventing Jews from settling in the city. In this matter the Jews themselves are complicit. Why? There was a clerk in the city whose name was Schwarbe, and everyone who greased his palm was given the right to reside. A good-for-nothing began to pester him. He said to him, “You could double your salary to 100 marks, to 200 marks, to 300 marks and even more. How? If a Jew comes to you requesting residency permit, become outraged and evict him and I’ll see to it that you’ll get much more than usual from him.” Schwarbe accepted the proposal and lined his pockets with cash, and the rogue, too, didn’t go empty-handed. Another good-for-nothing was jealous of him and said, “Let me join forces with you in your operation for I need money as well.” He realized that the man was not to be put off and he promised to include him. He did not. The man said to him, “What about your promise?” He surrounded him with lies and deceit, as it is said, “Thy habitation is in the midst of deceit,” for since they live in deceit they surround each other with deceit. The man gave him a warning. Once again the rogue promised him and broke his promise. The man warned him again. The rogue promised that from this time on he would divide his share with him. Many days passed and he gave him nothing. After realizing that he paid no attention to the warning the man went to Schwarbe and told him, “That scoundrel you made a deal with is cheating you, he’s taking the money for himself and he gives you only ten percent. If you work with me you’ll know the true value of money.” The clerk berated him and threw him out with a scolding. He returned and said, “Let’s settle this peacefully.” Schwarbe jumped up, grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and threw him out. There was a commotion in the corridor. Hearing this, Dr. Bötticher asked, “what’s going on out there?” They told him, “A Polish Jew is trying to bribe Schwarbe with money and Schwarbe has disposed of him.” Dr. Bötticher investigated the matter and came to a certain conclusion.

Schwarbe was jailed for corruption. He served six months and when he was freed he was not restored to his post, and the two rogues were jailed for bribing the clerks. After they had served their sentences for their crimes they were expelled from the city and forbidden to return. From this time on the officials were careful not to allow any hint of a suspicion of bribery to taint them. They were careful about every Jew who came from elsewhere, without distinguishing between good and bad. However, my memory of Mr. Lublin is very positive because if not for him I wouldn’t have been given permission to live here.


Chapter Seven
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I have visited him frequently since coming to Leipzig. Every time I go into his store I feel that he has been waiting for me. If he was writing he would put down his pen, push away his paper and turn to speak to me. If he was talking on the telephone, he would cut his conversation short or stop talking and bring me a chair to sit on and turn to speak to me. I am not a person of means, property or social standing whom people would treat with respect. In Leipzig, even those who had studied in the Lithuanian yeshivahs and managed to make some money for themselves disdain poor Torah scholars—so how important is someone like me who isn’t even a scholar? It is truly amazing that Mr. Lublin should have initiated this closeness between us. Something else surprises me: A person who sees his friend regularly and goes in and out of his house knows him well, and I see Mr. Lublin regularly, I go in and out of his house but I know nothing about him apart from what he has told me. If I wished to paint a portrait of his inner self, it would be painted the way his words paint him. Had he been an important community leader, about whom people are accustomed to gossip, I would hear about him from others. If a soup kitchen that served conscripts had been named after him or if the officers’ club his wife had created had been named after her, others would discuss them, but because getting things done is more important to Mr. Lublin than honor, neither he nor his wife are subjects of conversation. Whether I like it or not, everything I knew about Mr. Lublin came from him. Nothing I heard him say helped me to understand him better. Like one who finds a lost object unexpectedly, I gained an insight into his personality while talking with him on the evening he received a letter from his son from captivity.

Why do I say “unexpectedly”? Because if it were not for a stroll I usually take at sunset, and if, during that stroll, I hadn’t chanced upon the daughter of the wife of Lemke, Mr. Lublin’s clerk, who told me that Mr. Lublin had received a letter from his son from the country of his captivity, I wouldn’t have visited Mr. Lublin or heard the things that Mr. Lublin told me that evening. I am able to interpret events one after another as I remember them at the time they happened. It was a little different with what Mr. Lublin said, because words usually alter from tongue to tongue and from mouth to mouth.

I’ll start with the strolls and everything that emerged from them and I’ll tell you what was essential and what was secondary about my encounter with that young woman who told me about Mr. Lublin’s son’s letter and I’ll end with Mr. Lublin’s conversation, in his store, in the theater, in the restaurant, on the way to his house and on the way to my room. I usually take a walk in Leipzig’s squares and streets at twilight. I like the city and its crowds at sunset and at nightfall. This is not the case during the day when I frequently have a grievance about the city.

As night falls the city extricates itself from the work of the day and the stars prepare to come out. These were not the stars I was used to in the skies of my town and in the Land of Israel, but they are stars nevertheless. I’m grateful to them because even in a strange land they console me. Perhaps I’m the only person in Leipzig who notices their light, since they are small and their light can’t be seen because of the gaslight and electric light, and because I’m generally grateful for every act of kindness I’ll say something about them.

The stars sit in the highest firmament in humility and modesty, their light gathered within them because they see themselves as not needed here in a place where people are content with the lesser light, of gas, of electricity, and no one requires the celestial light. If I were not so unworthy I would say that they shine for me. Such arrogance embarrasses me, so I cast my eyes down.

The city has extricated itself from the work of daytime and prepares itself for the night’s work. The day is short and the war is at its height. None of the weapons of war are sufficient for a war that renews itself day by day. What is taken from the day is given to the night. The day’s work is done, the night’s work begins. Workers come across each other with their tired legs, their exhausted limbs, their threadbare clothes, their patched shoes, their pain. This bread we eat is unsatisfying, it only irritates and plagues us like a stuffed belly and the bread and all the food make us ill.

Those who return from the war are more fortunate than the manufacturers of the weapons of war, because the manufacturers take them to the war while those who return are free of it since it has already taken its share of them, whether an arm or a leg or an internal organ that we do not see, which has marked him as released from war work. He has fulfilled his obligation to the war which pays him off with symbols of bravery. The calculation is made, this one with a crutch, that one with a rubber leg, this one without an arm and that one with other infirmities—and the medals on their chests are calculated accordingly. The young girls see the badges of courage and add to them their affectionate glances.

The world was not created only for heroes. While the heroes and their adulators walk about in the city, young women sit in their houses and weep for their young men who haven’t returned from the war. The war does not treat all its combatants equally. It takes a limb or two from some and the soul away from others.

The streetlights are lit as usual. When the day has squeezed out the last of its light all the streetlights are lit. They have all been lit at the same time and they shine with the same kind of light. Like them, the trolley cars that transport the entire city, the houses, offices and shops, apart from the reflected light in the shop windows, which the shopkeeper has lined with mirrors to reflect the streetlight onto the merchandise within them.

The merchandise is like the mirrored light that reflects it. Like the light, it contains nothing substantial. Because it contains nothing substantial I set it aside and turn to things that are substantial and say a word about their creators. Because there is nothing as substantial as light I’ll say something about the person who makes the light.

A man lives in a concealed, enclosed place and uses gaslight or electric light. Because the war has not deemed him worthy of being in the field it has left him to create light for us. He produces light and lights up the city and its inhabitants and I walk in the city as a city dweller benefiting from its light. This is a miracle. A man strolls in the streets lit with the great lights gaslight and electricity and he remembers the small lights that shone for him when he was little, candlelight, kerosene and the city lamplights.

The streetlamps in our town were made of tin and glass and there was usually a kerosene lamp in every light. The lamps were hung on Mickiewicz Street, on the Third of May Street and on the street named for Adam Asnyk, the poet born in our town, and in the new market and beside my grandfather’s house, may his memory be blessed, and a few other places whose names have been changed by the new generation, apart from the old lamp at the Great Synagogue which hadn’t been lit for many years and which has been the source of many stories. Even though everyone in the town knew their way around the town’s streets and didn’t need the streetlamps’ light, the lamps would still be lit.

Every night at twilight a gentile with a limp and a ladder on his shoulders would move from lamp to lamp, climb up and light each one. He was lame in one leg so he couldn’t stand on the ladder or wait until the light had entirely caught on the wick and sometimes the light went out as he was going down the ladder. Because there were other lamps ahead of him that needed to be lit he would leave the ones that had gone out and light the others. People in our town used to say that the lamps were lit only to see the ones that were not. When I used to see the man going up his ladder I was surprised at the good people of the town who entrusted the lighting of streetlamps to a lame man. He couldn’t stand on the ladder, and those people who force a lame man to go up a ladder have no mercy. Now that there is a world war and the people of our town have been displaced I doubt that there is a lamp left there. If there is one I doubt that it is whole, and even if it is, there is neither kerosene nor lamplighter. I’m not referring only to the streetlamps but also the lights in the houses and the yards and the synagogues and the religious schools, for after the Jews were torn from our town I doubt that a spark of light remained there. Yet in Leipzig there is light and even though its stars are not like those of my hometown, gaslight and electric light up the entire city.

People in our town used to call fine merchandise “Leipzigish merchandise,” meaning merchandise from Leipzig. Someone from our town looks in Leipzig’s shop windows to see what, in fact, this Leipzig merchandise is.

Because of the war all the good merchandise has disappeared. The war has swallowed up all of it. Black marketeers have hidden what was left of it and people do what is expected of them by substituting one thing for another. But Leipzig is Leipzig where even substitute merchandise is merchandise.

I stand in front of a shop window and I see various pens, the kind that are called fountain pens, which I call “eternal pens.” These pens are miraculous, the pen and its ink. Anyone who has a pen like this need not waste time dipping it in ink. If the Lord is benevolent towards him he writes something good with his pen. I say this about myself because I am something of a writer.

Beside the pens I see various kinds of paper and beside them exercise books and notebooks large and small, long and broad, thin and thick. As long as I was working on the book about clothing my table was laden with books like these but since I set the work aside my table is bare. Now that I have recalled my book I’ll say something about it. I can’t say that I either do or do not miss it but since I have set it aside I am free to fulfill my heart’s desire.

What is my heart’s desire?

I think I recognize a little of it. In part it is to return to my studies because living in Berlin and doing the research into clothing made me abandon my study of the Talmud and the Talmud abandoned me. I did something else and relinquished both of them at the same time, I set aside the book about clothing, I left Berlin and went to Leipzig, where I counted on Rabbi Jonathan to study with me. But Rabbi Jonathan was busy with litigants and with running the school so we couldn’t study together. Therefore I have time to myself, and can do what time demands and the hour brings.

I wander around the center of Leipzig like the kind of people time regards as unimportant and I gaze at everything I come across and every shop window that shows itself off to me. The windows are just windows and I doubt that that there is anything more in them than what we see. The war has devoured all good merchandise and black marketeers have hidden the rest. All that remains are cheap replacements, like the people who look in the shop windows, because every able-bodied man has gone to war.

Three or four times a week I work at the Thomas Kaspar Marius Sr. and Sons bookstore that sells books on oriental languages. The store is huge with a multitude of books. There are books as far as the eye can see, books we have heard of and others that are unknown.

If I tell you how I arrived at Thomas Kaspar Marius Sr. and Sons I have to say it is by virtue of Professor Nadelsticher because I met Mr. Marius Sr. at his house. However, I must add something: It was not through consultation with Professor Nadelsticher that Mr. Marius Sr. employed me. Professor Nadelsticher wouldn’t have said anything positive about me in case Mr. Marius became better acquainted with me and heard me say that some of Professor Nadelsticher’s new ideas had come from me. There was, of course, no reason for Nadelsticher to be afraid because he knew that in all the time I have spent with him he had not heard even a hint that this or that idea in so-and-so’s article was derived from me. Therefore when Mr. Marius Sr. came to know me he invited me to his store. When I accepted his invitation he welcomed me and we had a pleasant conversation. While we were talking he asked one of his assistants to bring us one of the books he had bought two days earlier. Among them I found books whose titles I didn’t know. When I left he asked me if it was worth my looking through his books once more. I replied, “Even twice or seven times or a hundred times!” He said, “You could, if you wish, work with me as much as you would like to.” Before I left he entrusted me with the Hebrew books in his store and then worked out a salary for me. A few days later he asked me if I would be prepared to work an additional day. I agreed. So I work for him four days a week and I look through the books that have been there since Thomas Kaspar Sr.’s great-great-grandfather after whom both the store and my employer Mr. Thomas Kaspar Marius Sr. are named.

I work in the oriental languages bookstore in a room where there are Hebrew books and books about Jews, and I sit at a long table with books lying here and there and I scrutinize them and write down their titles on cards from which I then make subject lists. Some books are immediately identifiable and the more I look at others the less I am able to classify them. Even a complete title page containing the author’s name, the publisher and the city and year of publication is difficult to classify despite the author’s and publisher’s names and the city and year of publication because that year and in that city there was a massacre of the Jews lasting all year long, so how did the publisher find time and place to print a Hebrew book? And the author and name of this book are unknown to me from any other source. I can’t claim to be knowledgeable about every single author’s name or title of their books, but one could say that I have seen many books and I remember many authors’ names. When I come across a book like this one I don’t discard it but I read it in case I might discover the author’s name and his period. I appreciate Mr. Thomas Kaspar Sr. who doesn’t mind if I spend days on a single book. On the contrary, he lets me know that he is satisfied with me because I don’t dismiss his books after merely glancing at them.
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One of the clerks in the bookseller’s store is distinct from the store’s owners. I had been working on one book for two or three days without being able to classify it. I put it aside, thinking that I would return to it the following day. The next day I picked it up again but it still eluded me. I put it aside, thinking that I would return to it the day after tomorrow. That evening Gerti Hinnings came to my room. I looked at her questioningly, to discover why she had come. She said, “It’s easier for a person sitting alone in his room at night to understand something he can’t understand in company during the day.” She came to my room only that once, and this was because of a book from her employers’ bookstore. Why do I mention this? Because of Lisa Lotte Lemke who asked me angrily whether it was true that a certain tune-croaking frog regularly paid me visits.

Lisa Lotte Lemke, Lemke’s wife’s daughter, doesn’t croak tunes. People read the articles written about her more than they read Gerti Hinnings’ lyrics. She doesn’t go out of her way to see me, for many rich young men pursue her. In one respect she is like Gerti Hinnings’ book of poems: immediately upon seeing me she opens her bag so that a newspaper juts out with an article about her or a mention of her name. If I don’t read what is written there she reads it to me. Whatever slight knowledge I have of sports terminology comes from those articles. She is a sports champion, used to being written about in the papers and she doesn’t leave me alone until I have read everything written about her.

I didn’t meet Lisa Lotte Lemke through Lemke but through Kalman Leibush Honig. Lisa Lotte Lemke and Regina Honig, daughter of Kalman Leibush, are friends. Once Lisa Lotte went to visit Regina. Only her father was at home. He found it difficult to be alone with her because of the religious strictures against a man being alone with a woman not his kin, so he went to stand at the window. When he saw me he invited me in. He said to me, “On the Sabbath I came across something important in a ĥasidic Torah commentary, which I would like to show you.” He went into another room to bring me the book, and remained there for a while. Lisa Lotte began to speak with me because she had already heard from her mother that Mr. Lublin favored me and because she was used to spending time with the sons of rich Jews she was convinced that I was a rich man.

Lisa Lotte is not like her mother or her mother’s husband for they are satisfied with what they have, but while she holds on to what she has she is eager to acquire what she does not have. This is not only about sports but about all sports fans. She holds the best of the Leipzig youth in the palm of her hand. The children of the important merchants, the kingpins of the Brühl, the leaders and lawmakers, they are like slaves under their masters’ hands, and because they are male I’ll change the example and say like a maid under the mistress’ hand. They thought that they were all the same to her, meaning that she didn’t prefer any one of them to their companions, but when one of the group was killed they knew that she had chosen him over all the others.

I did not know him and I never will, for on the day I heard his name he was killed in the war, which is usual in a war that kills the best of the sons. I met his father two or three days before the son’s death. One Sabbath I went to the afternoon service in the Brody synagogue. There was no other Levi present so they called me, as a Levi, to go up to the Torah. After I had completed the reading the shamash motioned me to thank the gabbai who had honored me by calling me up to the Torah. The gabbai for that month was the boy’s father. When I happened to be in his office a few days later he recognized me as the person he had honored during the Sabbath afternoon with a call to the Torah, and we had a conversation.

Why had I come to his office? On the Sabbath he had gone to a Bat Mitzvah meal where Nora Lublin was also present. He complimented her on the club she had created for the army officers in which there was a kind of bolstering of Jewish honor, for people notice that Jews participate in Germany’s war, some with money, some with their lives and some with both, like the Lublin family. They sacrificed both their sons to the war and their only daughter served in a hospital for the wounded. In addition to all this both of them created establishments for the soldiers defending the fatherland. Mr. Lublin opened a restaurant for conscripts, and even better, Mrs. Nora Lublin founded a club for army officers. The boy’s father envied her and to rid himself of envy he prevailed upon her to accept a donation, but because of the sanctity of the Sabbath he didn’t specify the amount but it would surely please Mrs. Lublin. When she happened to be in Brühl she should drop in at offices and he would fulfill in practice what he had resolved to do. Two or three days later she went to collect his promised donation and she invited me to accompany her. We went to his office. When he saw her he rubbed his hands together with satisfaction and began to speak about the war and the obligation of every person to his fatherland, the Jews in particular. He was not from Germany but from Austria and not even from Austria but from Galicia, but after Germany had taken him in and made him a German citizen he saw himself as an absolute German in every respect. Particularly as a Jew faithful to God and His Torah he felt a double obligation to do as much as was possible for Germany. He sent his son to war and even before they demanded it from him he donated generously to the war effort. After he had written Mrs. Lublin a check for the officers’ club he began to commend his son who had taken a prayerbook and phylacteries to the battlefield, and in his heart of hearts he was certain of the Lord’s justice for as a result of keeping His commandments He would return his son from the war fit and well, and He would find him a pious Jewish girl with whom he would create a Jewish home. The father didn’t yet know what had happened to the son on the battlefield.

I have spoken at length about the father of the son because of the son, and about the son because of Lisa Lotte Lemke, because I heard about him from her. I had come to know her in the house of Kalman Leibush Honig, Regina Honig’s father, when he invited me in to avoid being at home alone with a young woman—that is, when his daughter’s friend, Lisa Lotte, arrived and there was no one else at home.

Let me now say a word about Regina Honig. She is not like Lisa Lotte or Gerti Hinnings. Lisa Lotte works in a tourist office but because she is a sports champion her heart and soul are in sport and she lives for sport. All the young men who give her clothes, hats, jewelry and perfume are convinced that she thinks about them, but all she thinks about is sport and everything arising from it, and also what the newspapers write about her and how many lines one or another journalist has written about her. I say without exaggeration that that she regards two lines about her in the newspaper as more important than ten young men giving her clothes and perfume. Her mother Friederika was foolish enough to have been tempted by an actor in a travelling theater, and when he made her pregnant the director fired them and as a result he has difficulty making a living as a clerk in Mr. Lublin’s store. Lisa Lotte will not be tempted by any man unless he marries her in a religious ceremony, whether Catholic, Protestant, or the religion of Moses and Israel. About three or four generations ago Christian families regarded it a privilege to have a daughter marry a Jewish man because a Jew is faithful to his wife and does not get drunk and beat her. This all changed with the growth of Jew hatred but there are still young women who want to marry a Jew especially when he is the son of a rich family.

Gerti Hinnings, whom Lisa Lotte Lemke calls a frog and accuses her of croaking tunes, works mainly in the bibliographical section of the oriental languages antiquarian bookseller Thomas Kaspar Marius Sr. and Sons. Her mother is Götz Weigel’s granddaughter, whose husband is a clerk in the Department for the Prevention of Bribery.

Before the war he had time on his hands and he was free for his household and his wife and Gerti, and twice a week for his friends in the beer hall and needless to say on Sunday for strolling or sport shooting. Once the war was on, every day brought harder work than before. Informing and suspicion were increasing and what was only suspected yesterday becomes truth today. All the attempts to deal with people accused of bribing clerks are of no use, the witnesses are in the war or the bribe takers benefit from the witness’ death. Either way piles of documents grow higher and no one exercises control by sorting or filing them. At night when he sits in his house with his wife and Gerti he is too tired to speak. Gerti consoles him in one respect, for he sees that he unfairly suspected his wife of becoming pregnant by another man. Day after day he comes to realize that Gerti is his daughter because she resembles him in her short height and short-sighted eyes, which is why the war left him in the city and didn’t take him to the battlefield. He is amazed at the verses she writes. Where does this talent come from? Certainly not from him or her. But whenever he sits with his friends in the beer hall and suddenly they all raise their voices together in song, and he knows that Gerti composed the song, he puts his astonishment aside and joins his voice to theirs, taking pride in his daughter who has achieved so much.

Regina Honig is not like Lisa Lotte Lemke or Gerti Hinnings. Lisa Lotte works in a travel agency but her main interest is sport. Gerti Hinnings writes war songs, but her main interest is in the bibliographical department of the antiquarian bookshop of Marius Sr. Regina is a homebody and she only works inside the house. She helps her mother with cooking and with all the housework, she helps her six sisters with their homework and she helps her father with business letters and by managing the ledgers. She does everything well and everybody likes her, intelligent people because of her brain, ordinary people because of the affection in her black eyes, which are not really black but appear to be so because of the black curl which falls on her forehead. This misleading has led a certain ĥasid, good at verse, to produce a poem on her wedding night about her black eyes, like dewdrops of light. This ĥasid made another mistake about her on her wedding night because he sang in a lyric “Your stature is like that of a palm-tree” but in reality she is not tall, only medium.

Because she helps her father in his daily business she also helps him with matters of Heaven. When a group of his friends go to his house for the melaveh malkah meal and to sing songs she takes her violin out of its case and accompanies them. When did she learn to play the violin? She taught herself as she had taught herself all the other skills at which she excels. Ĥasidim in Leipzig, in Chemnitz, and in Plauen, and in Dresden wanted her for their sons. But she was fated to be with someone else. Who is he and what kind of person is he, this man who is destined for her? I’ll tell you: This is a young man chosen by the rebbe to give to Kalman Leibush, his ĥasid, for his daughter.

It came about like this: When the world was still at peace the rebbe went to take the waters at the mineral springs in Germany as he did every summer. On the way he passed through Kalman Leibush’s town and he stayed with him. Regina would bring him a cup of coffee and a plate of cakes every morning even though her name was not yet Regina but little Reikl who was nine years old. Because she said “amen” to each and every blessing the rebbe made, on the coffee and the cakes, he thought about her and chose a bridegroom from among his disciples, and when she reached marriageable age Kalman Leibush married her off to the rebbe’s ĥasid.

I went to Regina’s wedding. All of Kalman Leibush’s friends were there together with the disciples of other rebbes who had made peace amongst themselves in honor of the event. The merry-maker spoke in verse and, in excellent stanzas, told the story of Reb Yudel Ĥasid and his three daughters and the musicians accompanied him on their instruments. Just as the entertainer was savoring the applause, one person stood up and began to speak in excellent verse in praise of the contracted lovers who gazed at each other with longing until the Lord joined them together, and we rejoiced in their happiness. When the singer had finished his song the elders among the ĥasidim were given the honor of a mitzvah dance with the bride. The power of the dance raised their ancient legs off the floor and allowed them to forget that their sons were hanging between life and death. After them the other important people were invited to dance with the bride and after them ordinary people such as I. “I have exalted a young man from among the people,” the merry-maker said of me, and I held the corner of the kerchief on one side and the bride held the other corner and we danced the mitzvah dance. I looked away from the bride for one may not look at the wife of another man and she looked away from me for she many not look at a strange man, and the merry-maker made jokes and the musicians accompanied him with their instruments. There was great joy at Regina’s wedding and the joy helped us to forget the war.

Within two weeks she had left her husband and gone off with another man, one of the musicians who had played at her wedding reception. The rabbi who had performed her wedding performed her divorce. Ninety-nine days later he performed the wedding with her second husband.

I’ll mention another young woman. I met her at Rabbi Jonathan’s house and he told me her name and why she had come to see him. She was called Ilschen Thomer and she was a young woman like all the others, but the notion that the destiny of all young women is the wedding canopy would never be true of her, because she is a Christian and the man she desires to marry is a Jew and a Cohen and even if she were to convert a Cohen may not marry a convert.

Since childhood she had longed for the Jewish faith. Not a festival went by without her going to our synagogues to hear the Jews at prayer. From the day she came to the decision she wanted nothing more than to become a Jewess. She heard that in Leipzig there was a young Jew whom the army had rejected because he had some disabilities and he was also feeble-minded. Ilschen said, “I will take him to be my husband and I will cleave to Jewishness through him.” She attempted to convert but was not accepted. The Orthodox rabbis refused because they said that she wanted to do this only for the sake of marriage. The Liberal rabbis refused because they were afraid that the Orthodox would take them to task.

The boy’s mother called upon the four rabbis of Leipzig—the Liberal, the ultra-Orthodox, the Orthodox, and the rebbe in the Hindenburg Synagogue of the Galician ĥasidim. She begs and pleads for mercy for her son, who has reached maturity and found a partner, and will never find another woman since no Jewish girl wants him because of his disabilities. The rabbis reject her, each one for his own reason. She weeps, “There is no mercy among the Jews, nobody cares about a widow’s sorrow, nobody cares about the orphan’s wretchedness.”
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I left the center of town and the thoughts that tend to come while one is strolling there and I directed my steps to Rabbi Jonathan’s since it was because of him that I came to Leipzig. If I were to summarize all the pages I have studied in Leipzig the angel who protects pages wouldn’t be satisfied, but I still didn’t abandon my hope for a page of Gemara.

Had I taken a short cut through the old alleys I would have shortened my route and reached my destination without any delay. Sunk in thoughts I would rather have escaped, my steps took me to the busy streets leading to the central train station and I found myself pressed among countless men and women. I disentangled myself from them and found myself standing with Lisa Lotte Lemke whom the train had ejected.

I asked her, “Weren’t you in the city?” She replied, “This is exactly what I wanted to ask you.” “Why?” Lisa Lotte said, “Because we never see you. I wanted to visit you but I didn’t because not a soul knows where you live. Regina Honig says that when you go out you hide your room in your pocket.” I said to her, “You’re exaggerating. My room may be small but my pocket is smaller. Are you still worried about your foot?” Lisa Lotte said, “I’ve already forgotten that I sprained my foot but I’ll never forget that if it weren’t for you, who gathered me up and walked with me all the way home while I was leaning on your arm, I would still be lying in the road.”

She linked her arm in mine and said, “If you come home with me I’ll show you something. Don’t you want to know what it is?” I said to her, “There’s still time to ask, so what is it?” “My photograph from the day I beat the Halle team. After all, you saw me at the moment of my victory. Didn’t you? If not then at least come and see me in the newspaper.” I said to her, “It has been wonderful walking with you but…” She interrupted me, saying, “So that bookworm that works with you among Marius and Sons’ is waiting for you.” I said, “No, it’s because Mr. Lublin is waiting for me.”

She took her arm away and said, “If Mr. Lublin’s waiting for you who am I to detain you. Are you going to congratulate him? Is that it?” I asked her, “Is his daughter engaged?” Lisa Lotte said, “Maybe yes, maybe no. If not today then tomorrow. This is what rich girls do when they become engaged. Father gives a dowry and the grooms reinvent themselves.” I said to her, “I won’t contradict you, Miss Lemke. Now I’ll go to Mr. Lublin and ask him.”

Lisa Lotte said, “Mr. Lublin’s clerk’s daughter knows something that Mr. Lublin’s friend doesn’t know.” I held out my hand to her and said goodbye.

She grasped my hand and said, “I’ll go with you. I’m going your way. After all, I live in Mr. Lublin’s courtyard.” I retraced all the roads that had brought me to Lisa Lotte Lemke and together we arrived at Mr. Lublin’s store. All the shops were closed, especially those in narrow Goldsmith Alley next to Böttcher Street, which were generally closed before nightfall. The entire alley was like a silent brigade whose echo had already faded away. Only an old lamp that surrounded itself with misty light illuminated the silent alley.

I wanted to say something as a man does who suddenly finds himself in a quiet place but I said nothing, like a man who suddenly finds himself in a quiet place and also keeps quiet.

Lisa Lotte said, “But you must look at me.” I looked at her but I didn’t know why. She said again, “Look at me.” I looked at her but didn’t know why.

She suddenly shrank and seemed to grow broader. She puffed and panted and moved herself around like a fat woman whose limbs have become too heavy for her. Had I not known her I would have thought that she was an old woman of forty or more.

Lisa Lotte said, “You still see Lisa Lotte, but I’ll show you her mother Friederika. This morning my mother Friederika read in the newspaper that they had brought frozen meat, from Poland or Russia or some other country, which is brought to us by the German army. My mother Friederika put on her coat and ran to the market in case all the women of Leipzig got there before she did because everyone is longing for a taste of fat meat.

“My mother Friederika arrived at the market and sniffed among the counters. She smelled some tobacco that she remembered from her primadonna days. She looked up and saw a man banging his pipe on the counter to empty it of burnt tobacco. She gazed at him. He sensed her presence and said, ‘Madame, take care not to tangle your nose in my moustache.’ My mother Friederika said, ‘Oh, oh, oh, who do I see, Mr. Director Achmüssen.’ The director said, ‘Whom do I see?’ My mother Friederika said, ‘Sir, have you forgotten Friederika Drangzel?’ Director Achmüssen said, ‘You are not Friederika but two and a half Friederikas.’ My mother Friederika said, ‘Do not mock me, Sir.’ The director said, ‘Heaven forbid that I should mock you, but I’m surprised at that young woman who has doubled herself many times over from what she used to be.’ My mother Friederika said, ‘Would Sir honor us with a visit to our home and taste a cup of coffee?’ The director said, ‘Do you want your Lemke to have a taste of the beating I gave him in his gut?’ My mother Friederika looked at him and said, ‘I see that Sir has not forgotten Friederika.’ ”

Lisa Lotte glanced at me and said, “You obviously don’t know who Director Achmüssen is. He is the Achmüssen who directed the company in which my mother Friederika was the star while my father Lemke was one of the actors. And if my father Lemke hadn’t intervened between my mother Friederika and Director Achmüssen I would have been called Achmüssen and not Lemke. Now that I’m Lemke’s daughter and he is Mr. Lublin’s clerk and Mr. Lublin is waiting for you I’m not allowed to say ‘Forget Mr. Lublin and come with me to see my picture.’ Because of the war the newspapers are printed on inferior paper which is newsprint today and dust tomorrow.”

Again I asked Lisa Lotte Lemke, “What did you mean when you said that I was going to congratulate Mr. Lublin?” She said, “His son wrote a letter from captivity and a few days ago the Red Cross forwarded the letter to Mr. Lublin.”

I parted from Lisa Lotte and went to Mr. Lublin’s.
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I avoided the four shops and went through Goldsmith Alley because of the beltmaker, who grabs me and won’t let me go when he sees me, for his heart is troubled and his spirit is melancholy and his soul is confused and he does not know what to do because he sees himself as mired in sin because he knows that there is a true faith for the Creator could not possibly have left His creatures without a faith and He has surely revealed to the Chosen People which it is, like those he saw in the land of Turkey when he was wandering around there with his companion before he received his craftsman’s license and because I am the brother of those people he fervently wants to speak with me for he may learn the truth from me. That is more or less how his words tumble out, while I remain silent, but because his thoughts run into each other he thinks that I am rejecting what he says.

He says to me, “From what you say,” “From your remarks I infer,” and other similar expressions whose source is the memory of phrases that linger in his mind while he imagines that I have said them. I didn’t say these things to him nor am I saying them now, because I am careful not to discuss faith and religion with Christians, since they are eager to gain converts, so when they speak to Jews they impose on them what they want to say. I already told him that I am an ignoramus when it comes to religious questions, what I have received from my forefathers and they from theirs back to Moses at Sinai is sufficient for me—may I be worthy of observing all the words of the Torah with a true faith and wholehearted devotion and a willing mind. I was sure that from now on he would leave me alone and not engage me in conversation. Yet he continues, “What he said… tell me… do not say this… if I tell you something will you not try to hide away from me?” I said to him, “I don’t know what you’re going to tell me and I don’t know what you mean by ‘hide away.’ If you have something to say, say it.” He was silent.

I said to him, “You wanted to say something. What was it?”

He glanced at me once or twice and said nothing, either because he changed his mind, or had forgotten what he wanted to say, or he had thought about saying nothing at all. Go and tell from an old man’s face what he wants or doesn’t want.

I clenched my left hand and began to count my fingers having decided that when I count to ten I shall get away. Before I reached ten I looked at him again. He closed his eyes and began to speak.

“One night I dreamt I saw a garden filled with trees. In the garden stood a fruit tree and a man was sitting under the tree and giving its fruit to all those standing around him. I also stretched out my hand. I awoke before I was able to receive any.”

I asked him “And so?”

He opened his eyes and said, “For many years I grew weary of trying to find a meaning for the dream, and who the man is I saw sitting in the garden under the tree, whose appearance is engraved on my heart. Sometimes I despaired of finding an interpretation of the dream and at other times I did not despair. Sometimes I despaired of knowing who this man is whom I saw sitting under the tree and giving its fruit to all who asked for it and sometimes I hoped to find him. One day I was sitting and working. I saw a young man talking to Witzelrode. I put down my work and I sat there in amazement because Witzelrode does not usually speak to anybody, let alone have a long conversation with anybody. By and by the two of them went into the shop and spent quite a long time there. I hadn’t seen anyone entering Witzelrode’s shop for many decades for he closes his shop to everyone. A couple of hours went by. I thought of summoning the police, in case something had happened in there that the police should know about, because there had been an incident in Gottsched Street concerning a Jew called Stern, a jeweler. A carriage drawn by four horses drew up and out of it stepped a splendid woman dressed in beautiful clothes and bedecked with wonderful jewels and with her were her maids, two young women holding up the hem of her dress and they went with the Jew Stern into his shop. A few hours later the Jew Stern was found shocked, robbed of all his treasures. I said to my neighbor the knife sharpener, ‘Peter, did you see that?’ He replied, ‘I didn’t see it and I don’t want to see, isn’t it enough that I’ve seen him every day for sixty years and if the Russians or the English or the French don’t drop a bomb on him I’ll have to see him for another sixty years because he won’t die of his own accord.’ Finally, a few hours later, the young man emerged with Witzelrode. I peered at him to see who he was, the man who had gone in and come out with Witzelrode. As I was looking at him I recognized him: this was the man who was sitting in the garden under the tree. He gave all his fruit to anyone who asked for it. However, what surprised me even more was that when I saw him for the first time sitting under the tree I thought he was a man of some years but when he emerged from the antiques shop he seemed to be a young man.”

I said to the beltmaker, “I have lost the thread that links what I said to you about my being an ignoramus over questions of religion to your story of the man in the garden.”

The beltmaker laughed sadly and said, “You still strive to hide yourself from me. For it was you who entered Witzelrode’s shop and it was you who sat in the garden under the tree and you gave the fruit of the tree to everyone who asked for it.”

Repeating the beltmaker’s words I said, “In the garden under the tree.” I didn’t do so in order to mock him or to question him but like someone listening to an enjoyable story who says two or three words to help the storyteller remember his place.

The beltmaker grasped his full beard in his hand and looked at me meaningfully. While he was holding his beard and looking at me his eyelids closed and his left hand, which was holding his beard, seemed to weaken. But his voice was clear and he showed not a hint of fatigue and moreover he spoke with a kind of rhythm like that of a person telling parables.

“The garden is the garden of the world and the trees of the garden are the various religions, and this tree is a symbol of the true faith, and its fruit is the fruit of truth, and you were sitting in the garden under the tree and you gave its fruit to all those standing around you.”

I said to him, “I don’t remember anything about this. When did it happen? When did you have this dream? This only happened in a dream.”

“It happened in a dream. And what the Lord has shown me in a dream He has shown me while awake. After many bad years I have seen in the daytime what I saw in the dream at night.”

I asked him, “When did you have the dream?”

“When did I have the dream? I dreamt it in Turkey. I dreamt my dream when I was wandering around the world with my companion before I received my craftsman’s license.”

I said to him, “If this is true it happened more than seventy years ago.” He said, “Perhaps.”

I asked him, “How old am I? I’m twenty-seven years and four months old today.”

He said, “At that time I was sleeping in the attic of a Jewish fruit seller who was not like the Jews we see here in Leipzig. Suddenly I saw a great garden of many acres, as long as from Leipzig to Konitz and back, and there were a great many trees in the garden but they bore no fruit. In the garden there was a tree that did bear fruit and you were sitting under it and giving its fruit to all those standing around you and when I stretched out my hand to receive it I awoke. For a long time after that I searched for you but did not find you until I saw you with Witzelrode, and when I saw you I recognized you as the one sitting in the garden under the tree and giving its fruit to all those standing around you, and when I stretched out my hand to receive some I did not receive it.”

I thought about what I should say to this old man. Finally I said, “You are more fortunate than all those who were standing around me, for when they woke up their hands were empty but you, whom I hadn’t given anything, awoke free of pointless hope.”

He shook his head and said, “I am free of pointless hope but not of endless expectation.”

I asked him, “Is anyone free of this torment?”

He gave a sad and bitter laugh and said, “A man is tormented by many things.”

I said to him, “I know that there is no torment like that of faith.”

He shouted angrily, “The torment of a believer who does not know what to believe in.”

A verse came to my mind: “Be still before God and wait patiently for Him.” Had he been a Jew I would have told him to wait for God’s salvation.

I said goodbye, wished him peace, and left.

I might have been wrong to leave him but perhaps it was not wrong. Any favors Jews do for other peoples or anything they say to them are fated to be bad for the Jews. Anyway, when I left I wished him “peace” and there is no better blessing than one for peace.
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I went to Mr. Lublin’s and found him sitting in front of a pile of letters. He raised his head and said “It’s good of you to have come. If you hadn’t I would have asked you to.”

He pushed the letters away and felt among the papers. He took out a bundle of small notes and said “I’ve been sent some tickets for a new play they are putting on at the theater. What is the title of the play? Its title doesn’t tell us what it’s about.”

I looked at Mr. Lublin in surprise. Ever since I have known him he has never spoken about the theater and now he is asking me to go and see a new play.

I hid my surprise and told him how pleased I was to hear about the letter from his son, and asked him to send my regards to Mrs. Nora Lublin. Mr. Lublin listened but said nothing. How much can a man acknowledge each and every word of encouragement? I was clearly not the first to have said it.

I thought, a father whose son has been taken prisoner and who has not heard from him throughout his captivity suddenly receives a letter written in his son’s own hand and here I sit in silence with his father. I thought, I’ll just watch him, but in the end I couldn’t even look at him because my thoughts strayed from father to son and from son to father.

Mr. Lublin said, “My wife and daughter are unable to go to the theater. My wife can’t go because she is still shaken, for suddenly a letter arrives and from the time we received it she has been distraught thinking about her son’s misery wherever he is being held, which has suddenly become more real than what she imagined all the time he has been a prisoner-of-war. My daughter can’t go because of a dance being held for soldiers in the hospital where she works as a nurse. Since I’m the only remaining member of the Lublin family it’s my fate to go and see the play. If you come with me you’ll bear some of the burden of going to see it.”

I said to Mr. Lublin, “This is an unexpected gift. A free ticket to a premiere. I haven’t been to the theater at all since coming to Leipzig.”

Mr. Lublin lifted the telephone receiver and made a reservation for the two of us at the Glückstock restaurant frequented by all the Leipzig gourmands. We were to go to the restaurant after the show. When he had replaced the receiver he said, “If the play is short, like all the modern plays whose virtue is their brevity, we won’t have to wait long for our meal.” Mr. Lublin added, “I’m not a theatergoer. When my wife drags me to the theater I go. Now I am going to the theater because my wife is not, but she asked me to go for the sake of the playwright who regards her as a kind of patron after she made an effort to help him stage his play. I suspect that my wife has a hand in the play because of a story she told the playwright and she might even have given him something in writing. Before the war Nora used to write plays, and she would read them to us during family celebrations. She would read sections of her plays to me as well. I’m unable to judge them. I’m a busy man and even when I want to listen my business distracts me. No wife, even the best of them, can pick the moment her husband is able to listen to what she wants him to hear.”

Mr. Lublin drew his hand over his forehead and said, “When I sit in the theater with my wife and they stage those plays that impress her so much I tell myself that I must be grateful that she doesn’t put on her plays in public. A woman can write poems, play the piano and even the violin but to describe in public what happens in the most private rooms in a house…” The telephone rang before Mr. Lublin could finish speaking. He answered it and said “Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten. I promised and I’ll keep my promise.”

After he had replaced the receiver Mr. Lublin said, “I promised my wife that I would go to the theater and she just reminded me of my promise. I tell you honestly that it is not because of our son’s letter that my wife has prevented herself from seeing the play, but because she is afraid that her relatives will recognize it since it’s based on things she has told the playwright about the life of her family, the Nachhut family. In my opinion she need not be afraid. I rely on the playwright to have dropped sufficient poetic flourishes into the play to prevent anyone from recognizing anything. I must go to see the play for the playwright’s sake because Mrs. Nora Nachhut agreed to be his patron. Let’s have a small drink and then we’ll go.

Mr. Lublin took out a bottle of cognac and poured a glass for each of us and said, “I enjoy a glass of good wine, I enjoy a good drink, but as for cognac I must develop my palate. Leĥayim! Another glass? No. In that case let’s go. But there’s no need to hurry. I drink this cognac on doctor’s orders, because of the doctor’s indolence. The doctors are tired because of the number of prescriptions they write and so they tell us to drink cognac because cognac is good for the heart.”

Mr. Lublin’s face lit up and he said, “I’ve just remembered something amusing. If you haven’t already heard it I’m sure you will enjoy it because it concerns your grandfather. I heard that he had passed away but the story lives on.”

I now add something I heard in our town to the story of my grandfather that Mr. Lublin is telling me and I join both versions together.

We had a relative in the Imperial city of Vienna. By virtue of his intellect he became a professor at the university. Not many Jews attained this honorable position. All the Jews of Galicia took pride in him and needless to say my grandfather, who helped him during his studies by freeing him from worry about supporting his mother.

How did he do this? After the scholarly young man’s father had died my grandfather took the widow into his house and respectfully saw to all her needs. By doing this he relieved the three sons of worry about her livelihood and they were free to go about their own affairs. Two of them established publishing houses and bookstores and the brilliant young man concentrated on his studies, first learning Torah and then non-Jewish subjects. This scholar never forgot what my grandfather had done for him and he would write him friendly letters. Whenever he published a book he sent him a copy. When he achieved continuing financial success he sent my grandfather gifts, particularly at Purim. Each gift was more superb than the other. Some were beautiful objects and dining ware. The amber pipe that my grandfather used to smoke on festivals came from this scholar, as did the fruit over which we said a blessing on the second night of Rosh Hashanah.

One year he sent my grandfather a gift basket for Purim and among the contents was a bottle of liquor. My grandfather was uncertain if the drink was or was not kosher. He put the bottle in the cellar and left it there.

He remembered it after Passover. It occurred to him that it may not be wine but some other kind of alcohol, and now would certainly be forbidden, because he had not sold it to a gentile during Passover when a Jew is forbidden to own ĥametz.

He couldn’t spill out the liquor because if it was kosher he would violate the principle of wantonly wasting food and drink. He couldn’t keep the liquor for fear it was forbidden drink in need of immediate destruction.

My grandfather was told that pharmacists had a tube in which they examined alcoholic drinks. If the pharmacist were to examine the drink we would know whether it was grain alcohol or grape wine. He took the bottle to the pharmacist and poured out a glass for him, while holding the bottle to prevent the pharmacist from touching it, for if it was wine in the bottle and a Christian touched it would be rendered un-kosher.

The pharmacist examined the drink and said, “It is Cognac.” No one in our town knew what Cognac was. The pharmacist explained, “It’s a drink made from varieties of brandy. What’s in this bottle is the crème de la crème, of which one drop is more prized than all the drink sold by your Jewish liquor merchants.” My grandfather said, “Now that I know that the bottle contained liquor which is ĥametz, it is forbidden even after Passover.” He hid the bottle in his clothing and hurried out to pour it into the river.

Half the town was already standing in front of the pharmacy because they knew that each of the Viennese professor’s gifts were superior to all the others and this brandy that Reb Yehudah was about to pour into the river was possibly the kind of brandy that appeared on the Emperor’s table.

There were despicable people in our town. They lamented the precious drink that R. Yehudah was pouring into the River Strypa. They confronted my grandfather and asked him to allow them a taste. They begged, “Reb Yuda, lozt mikh khotsh a lek tin,” meaning, “Reb Yehudah, let us lick just one drop!” And this became an expression in our town about scoundrels who lust after what is forbidden—“Reb Yehudah will let us lick one drop.”

Schwanke came in and stood without moving. Mr. Lublin looked at his watch and said, “Schwanke knows that we are about to go out and he has come to lock up.” Mr. Lublin said to Schwanke, “It’s time for you to go. Your wife and children are hungry and waiting for you for dinner. Go, so that the potatoes and cabbage don’t get cold, because they handed out cabbage and potatoes as our food rations today.”

Mr. Lublin picked up the theater tickets, thrust the evening newspapers into his pocket and said, “Let’s go.” While we were walking Mr. Lublin took off his hat, drew his hand over his forehead and began to speak. He said, “You must understand that suddenly our son disappeared and we knew only that he had been taken prisoner by the French. We didn’t know whether he had been wounded, and if so, seriously wounded, or whether his wounds had healed. All we knew was that he is alive. The Red Cross advised us that a letter had arrived from our son from his place of internment. They brought us the letter and we read it standing up and again while sitting down and we recognized his handwriting, his handwriting hadn’t changed and there was no difference between this letter and the earlier letters he had written to us before the war when he was touring the cities of Germany with his friends. The letters and the words were the same. There was no difference between the shape of the letters or even between the words ‘I am well’ that he wrote during peacetime and the shape of the letters of ‘well’ written from the enemy country. It is somewhat incomprehensible that he doesn’t say that his captors forced him to write this way because we read in our papers about the brutality of our enemies who are worse than wild beasts. Even if I imagine that the newspapers exaggerate they don’t exaggerate to this extent. Or perhaps there is no exaggeration, for even we can’t say that we treat our prisoners mercifully. We’ve arrived at the theater. If we don’t enjoy the play we will enjoy the theater’s distraction from the war.”
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We went into the theater and handed our coats and hats to one of the cloak-checks and she gave us a small brass disk with a number on it and Mr. Lublin handed her a coin. It was good of Mr. Lublin to gladden the heart of a poor woman with a large tip but in doing so he allowed a voice to those wicked Germans who complain that with our gifts we Jews persuade the German people to serve us. When we had left the cloakroom a program seller approached us. After that we went inside the auditorium. Mr. Lublin scanned it and whispered gratefully that there was no member of the Nachhut family present. I followed Mr. Lublin to the third row and sat down with him in the middle of the row, the Lublins’ regular seats, and we waited for the play to begin.

I’m not a theatergoer because of the many preparations theatergoing requires, but if I am invited to go to the theater without too much preparation I go. If the play is not too obscure and the actors do not extract everything that is good in it, I enjoy it. Whether or not I enjoyed the play I saw with Mr. Lublin, at least I didn’t have to prepare myself for it.

And what about the play itself? It was like most of the new plays that often appear on the stage. When times change ideas change too, when ideas change taste changes, and when taste changes the old plays are rejected in favor of the new ones. Instead of passion and the sublime they put on reality and the truth. Not all playwrights know what truth and reality are, so they give us what they think they are. A playwright contrives to place a smidgen of truth in his play, but he is thwarted by the actors’ and actresses’ voices and their expressions. Meanwhile the stage has become the vehicle for banality, actions and conversations of banal people, no different than what one hears in most homes. The homes we regularly visit have something real in them but those of the theater are made of cardboard. It’s a miracle that the building doesn’t fall on top of those sitting in it.

This applies to the majority of plays. What about this play that Mr. Lublin has taken me to see? Mr. Lublin had suspected his wife of helping the playwright to write the play and even giving him something in writing. If that is the case, where is the appeal we find in Nora Lublin’s conversation, why are we drawn to what she says? The playwright must certainly have changed what she had given him. Or perhaps there are appealing women whose conversation is charming but once it is in writing the charm vanishes.

Everything that has a beginning has an end. When the play ended all those who usually applaud and shout bravo, some through habit and others in order to show themselves and others that they are well versed in the art of the theater, bestirred themselves and applauded and shouted bravo! The playwright came out to the sound of clapping and cries of bravo and stood on the stage. He was wearing an army uniform and had the mien of a soldier. He was a member of one of the agencies the war had established for itself rather than a military man, but in wartime everyone in uniform is seen as a soldier.

When the playwright appeared on the stage in uniform the audience shouted “bravo” again. Because of their enthusiasm they forgot about the actors and actresses whom they usually cheered. But those hadn’t forgotten and they came and stood on the stage while the play’s groom and bride held hands with the playwright, one on each side, and the rest of the cast to the left and right of them, the men according to height and the women according to their attractiveness to the audience. They bowed until the clapping hands grew tired and the noise faded. The actors and actresses realized this and went backstage to remove their makeup and to attend to their own needs like the rest of the people playwrights attempt to invent in their plays.

When we had left the theater Mr. Lublin said, “If you’re hungry let’s ride to Glückstock and we’ll eat, but if you aren’t hungry we’ll go on foot. What did you think of the play we have just seen? If these playwrights intend to set people up as an example I prefer to behave as I do. If they intend to show us sinners and evildoers I understand their purpose but not the sinners. Still, I am not qualified to make judgments about such things. I haven’t read many books and what I have read was only to satisfy Nora. I am content with newspapers. I read what pleases me but I avoid things I don’t like such as those articles about books and the theater and art. The playwright is a fool. Nora gave him a good story and he ruined it with nonsense dialogue and worthless poeticizing so that even I, who know the story, could barely recognize it. Nora didn’t come to the theater in case her relatives heard things in the play that she had told the playwright. She needn’t have worried. She could depend on the playwright to take it upon himself to change the story she told him to such an extent that it was unrecognizable. I’m surprised because surely the playwright read the play to her and she could have insisted that he concentrate on the crux of it. Or perhaps only theater people are central to it. They know what theatergoers demand from them and they modify according to their taste.”
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We went in for the meal. Glückstock had set a table filled with good food. He boasted to Mr. Lublin that every item of food that he puts on the table is the most authentic, neither ersatz substitutes nor items from the black market. Whatever he buys he does so legally, from an honest shopkeeper and for a large sum of money but not to make money, perhaps he may even lose money, only that the diners at his table should be satisfied. Mr. Lublin smiled and said, “It’s a pity that not everyone knows this and they deprive themselves of good food and eat awful food and inferior bread when they could have enjoyed your table and eaten your excellent fare. Do you think I’m laughing at you? I’m laughing at myself and people like me because we do as we’re told and buy the food we can with a ration card. Do you have wine from the Land of Israel in supply? I would like to drink a glass of wine from there because this is my friend who comes from the Land of Israel.” Glückstock stared at me and said, “You are from the Land of Israel?” He welcomed me and held onto my hand without letting it go. Finally he said, “I have one bottle of wine from the Land of Israel that I am keeping for the day the war ends and peace is declared, but in honor of this guest from the Land of Israel I shall open the bottle and pour glasses for you both and I’ll also drink a toast with you.”

He opened the bottle and stared at me in wonder saying, “So this is what a man from the Land of Israel looks like.” He placed a glass in front of me, another in front of Mr. Lublin and the third in front of himself. He raised the glass and said to me, “I was also a little wedded to the Land of Israel but the match was annulled.” Mr. Lublin asked, “What happened?” Glückstock replied, “I’ll tell you.”

“When I was young I wanted to go to the Land of Israel to work on its land and to rebuild it of its destruction—and it almost happened that I would now be sitting under my vine and fig tree as we imagined settlement in the Land of Israel to be when we were young, as we had heard from people who used to declaim about Zion and from newspaper articles in HaMagid. Actually there were already unpleasant rumors in our town about the immigrants from Galicia and the problems they encountered in the settlement of Maĥanayim which the Lovers of Zion from the city of Tarnov had established, but because of the longing and yearning for the good Land every fine young lad thought, ‘nothing bad will happen to me, I’ll succeed at whatever I do.’ In our naiveté we were sure that we, with our ability and patience, would serve as an example to others and many would follow us and bring many other good people after them.

“We had a relative who had no children. He and his wife immigrated to the Land of Israel, hoping to have children. Yet before they could produce a child the wife died and he married another woman who had children by her first and second husbands. They knew that he had money and they wouldn’t leave him in peace until he had spent all the money he had brought with him from abroad. He returned to Galicia to look for support in his hour of need. My father said to me, ‘Our relative will certainly visit us as well and he’ll tell us what the land demands from its settlers and what you should take with you and how best to travel and you’ll go with him when he returns to Jerusalem.’ I couldn’t wait to go and I imagined that every day that delayed me seemed to be a dead day, but out of obedience to my father and mother I waited for my relative.

“I wrote letters to some other relatives to ask them whether he had already come from the Land of Israel and if he had, when he would reach us. We received a postcard from our relative that, God willing, he would come on a certain day because he had something to attend to. Our entire family was delighted and I more than anyone else because I would go to the Land of Israel with him and I was also happy to be meeting a man from there face to face. Many people pontificated about Zion but I had never seen anyone from the Land of Israel among them.

“One day I was looking through the pages of HaMagid searching for one of the articles about the settlement if the Land of Israel. Suddenly I heard the sound of horses and wagon wheels. I looked out of the window and I saw an old man of remarkable appearance struggling to get down from the wagon with the driver supporting his arm and I knew that this was the relative we were expecting. He was dressed in a kind of clothes I had never seen before. He and his clothes and his manners made me like him from the first time I saw him, whether this was because of the kind of person he was or because of the Land of Israel. He was calm and sprightly. The combination of these two qualities added to his charm. Father and Mother were very happy to see him and invited him to stay in our house and I was happy to assist him.

“That night Mother made a meal in his honor and Father invited some of his closest friends. All of them came, not one of them stayed away. They were very eager to welcome a Jew from the Land of Israel and to hear what he had to say about it.

“They began to ask him about settlement in the Land of Israel and every one of them expressed their praise for the Land. Our relative behaved very pleasantly to everyone. We could see that he was gratified by what the people were saying. Finally they asked him, ‘Would you please say a few words?’

“He began by saying, ‘If you are referring to the land the Lord God claims forever there is no praise or glorification that a man born of woman can utter that would suffice even as a small tribute to the Land. But if you are referring to the country heretics come to in order to work on its land and to make the Holy Land like all the other countries, it would be better if they had not come and will not come in the future to pollute the country by settling in it.’ Then he began to denigrate the people of the colonies most of whom scorn the Torah and disobey the commandments because their main purpose is to be like all the gentile nations. There was not a single fault that he didn’t relate to them. After he had expended all his rage he said, ‘But the Holy One blessed be He will cast them off because they do not see a blessing in their toil, and however hard they work their labor is useless, because the soil of the Land of Israel is sacred soil and the Lord God created it only to be worked and protected through the Torah, commandments and good deeds.’

“After what our relative had said my mother and father changed their minds about my immigration. Father absolutely forbade me to go and Mother wept for days for fear that God would cast off the settlers in the Land of Israel more than anywhere else, because God forbid, if a man were to commit even a small transgression he would immediately be punished and after all it was impossible for flesh and blood to refrain from sometimes thinking about things that had nothing to do with Torah and commandments.

“I was desolate. To go to the Land of Israel against my parents’ wishes was out of the question but I knew that I didn’t want to ruin my life here in the Exile. I had reached the age of army service. If I lived in the Land of Israel I would be exempt from army service, but now that I lived outside the Land I was legally obliged to serve. I was almost pleased that my parents would come to realize what they had done to me. On the day of the medical examination I was found to be short-sighted and I was exempted from army service. Consequently I was not conscripted into the army during the war.”

Mr. Lublin said, “Now that you have told us why you didn’t go to the Land of Israel perhaps you could tell us how you came to be in Leipzig.”

Glückstock said, “How did I come to be in Leipzig? I didn’t come to Leipzig but I ended up here. Not everyone reaches the place where he wants to go. If you want happenstance I can give it to you and if you want a series of events I have that too. Either way I’m surprised at the way it turned out.”

Because he spoke at length and one thing led to another I shall shorten it as much as I can.

Mr. Lublin said, “If what you have to say is as good as this food you’ve served us we’re prepared to hear as much as you would like to tell us. And so?”

“And so, my father had a hardware store. Among his customers was a Jewish villager. He noticed that I was gloomy and said to me, ‘I have heard that you are disappointed that you weren’t able to go to the Land of Israel, and if you’d like my opinion I’ll say something about that. I own a good deal of land and of course many laborers work for me. If a nice young man like you were to come to me I would invite him to a meal and converse with him about current events, but in all cases I would hire gentiles to do the labor because they are used to it. But you want to go to the Land of Israel to work on the land with hands that have never held a spade or a plough or any kind of tool. If you want to roughen your hands for working the land come to my village, live with me for three or four months and you’ll see for yourself what work on the land involves, and if you wish you can handle the tools and try your hand at farm work. I’ll speak to your father and mother and it seems to me that they will agree. The village is not far from the town and you might say that we are distantly related since I am a member of your mother’s family.’

“I went to live in the villager’s house, went out into the field almost immediately and held a hoe. A few hours later my hands were covered with blisters. A few days later my hands were healed. I went out to the field again careful not to overdo the work. I did this for a few days, working a little and drinking a lot, dawdling a lot and working a little. The farmer reassured me that in a few days I would become used to the work and in a few more days my hands would be like those of a farm-worker.

“While I was sitting idle I read the books that belonged to the farmer’s daughter. Most of them were written in Polish and a few in German. I didn’t find any books in Hebrew or Yiddish among them.

“One time I said to her, ‘I’m surprised that even though you are Jewish you haven’t felt the need to get to know our people’s language and literature.’ She replied, ‘Nobody has ever said that to me but now that you have, I think you’re right. But I don’t know what to do because to be able to read one must first know the letters and I don’t know Hebrew or Yiddish letters.’ In her innocence she didn’t know that there is no difference between Hebrew and Yiddish letters. To cut a long story short I suggested teaching her Hebrew language and writing and her mother and father approved. She didn’t value study very highly nor did my teaching turn her into a rabbi, but I regarded it as worthwhile because we became close and after weeks of study or, rather, pleasant conversation, we stood before her mother and father and informed them that we wished for their blessing since we wanted to become engaged. Her father and mother pretended that it had come to them as a surprise and we pretended that we also thought that it had come to them as a surprise but her mother and father already knew what was happening.

“Mr. Lublin, you might ask, ‘You wanted to go to the Land of Israel and you didn’t go, you went to a village in Galicia but how do you come to be living in Leipzig?’ ” Mr. Lublin said, “Why should I ask. I imagine you’ll tell us yourself.”

Glückstock said, “But before I do let’s have another glass and we’ll drink a toast to Mr. Lublin and to Mr. Jew from the Land of Israel. When I look at your face I remember our relative from the Land of Israel. He looked a little different from you. Needless to say, the sidecurls and beard and clothing. So how did I end up in Leipzig? This is how it happened.

“My mother-in-law had a younger brother, from his youth an enterprising man. He would buy fowl and eggs and sell them to traders in Germany. His business dealings brought him to Germany. After he had visited Germany a few times he met his wife here and they settled in Dortmund. Because of the demands of his business he wasn’t able to go to the wedding of his sister’s only daughter, that is, my wife. In order to placate his sister and her daughter he invited us to his home for our honeymoon. After the week of wedding celebration we went. I liked Germany. One day my wife’s uncle asker her ‘What do you think of Germany?’ I answered instead of her, ‘What’s the point of Germany being a nice place if we have to return to Galicia?’ My wife’s uncle said, ‘Who is stopping you from living in Germany? If you want to stay, stay, and I’ll find you work that pays enough for you to make a living.’ My wife agreed. In a short while our uncle took me into his business and I worked with him for a few years. He did not live long. After his death his sons sold his business without thinking about me. My wife and I and our children, who were born in Germany, remained without an income. I went from job to job until I had spent all the money I had saved while working for our uncle. One day I came to Leipzig where I had been offered a kind of partnership with a man who brought butter and cheese from Galicia. I happened to go into a restaurant on Papendorfer Street and had a meal there. The restaurant owner and I had a conversation and after a while we became friends. A few days later, when I was about to pay him for my meal, he said to me, ‘It looks as if you won’t return home tomorrow and you’ll probably come to my restaurant for a meal tomorrow and the next day so we’ll add up the bill before you leave.’ I thought this to be both a good and bad thing. It was good because I didn’t have much money left and a man should have a coin in his pocket, but bad because what would I do when the day came to settle up and I wouldn’t have any means of paying?

“A few days later he said to me, ‘I see that you are having a smaller meal. If you’re afraid of having to pay more I am prepared to give you credit and you will send me what you owe me without any need to hurry. Even though I am old I depend on the Holy One blessed be He to let me live a few years longer and you will pay your debt whenever you can.’

“A few days went by and I realized that I could do nothing in Leipzig with all those ventures that had been offered me, or the ones I didn’t like, or the ones that needed seed money, which I didn’t have. One day I told the restaurant owner that I was going home the next day. He asked why. I gave him the reason. He said to me ‘As far as I understand what you have been doing, even at home gold coins aren’t found at the bottom of your soup pot. If you would like, stay here and work with me, either by doing the books or running the restaurant. Until another proposition comes your way you can earn here as much as you need.’

“When I wrote to my wife about this she replied with a tearful letter. She is used to being in her parents’ house where Jews come and go and eat and drink and need not pay and her mother sometimes gives them food for the journey. Suddenly she would have to manage her own household and count up every piece of bread a person eats and every spoonful of soup he sips and work out what he owes. I wrote to her, ‘We can’t return to your parents’ house,’ because her mother had died and her father had married another woman who deemed even him to be superfluous. ‘Neither can we go to my parents’ house because there is no space for us and our children. Every scheme offered me is either worthless or I’m not qualified to accept it, or for some other reasons. Now that I have a chance at a venture that does not require seed money, I can’t tell him that it isn’t feasible.’ My wife wrote, ‘Do what you have to do and I will be at your side, a partner for you.’ This, Mr. Lublin, is the story of my settling in Leipzig. There are many other things to tell but I have already told you the main thing. I see that there is still a little wine in the bottle. Let’s divide it among ourselves and drink a toast and thank the Lord we are still alive.”
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As a consequence of all the good food we had eaten at Glückstock’s, and the wine we had drunk, Mr. Lublin became serious, animated, and began to speak. At first only about unimportant things, afterwards about things that are not always spoken about to others, and then about his wife and his family. I was amazed at his telling me these things, but after a while my amazement dissipated and I listened to him intently. Since first meeting Mr. Lublin he had never spoken to me about such things and it would never have occurred to me that he would open his heart to me and reveal things he had never before spoken.

I mused, two hundred or more years ago a great scholar came from Poland to Berlin to study and teach Torah and wisdom and he wrote fine, great books, one of them was called The Eternity of Israel, Netzaĥ Israel, so its author became known as Rabbi Israel Netzaĥ. At the end of his life he returned to Poland and died there and I have even visited his grave. One of his descendants was from our town, Rabbi Neta Netzaĥ and in my youth I met a number of scholars who had known him. One of his descendants is Mr. Arno Lublin with whom I am walking and listening to him tell me about the things that happened to him in his town from the time he left it until now. What does Mr. Arno Lublin have of his forefathers’ knowledge? He has no Torah, he is not God-fearing, he is devoid of Jewishness. He does not even look like a Jew. He is erect, his eyes are blue and striking, he speaks in a measured way and his entire bearing is that of a man born to be obeyed. When did he acquire all this? We read nothing about it in his biography. He must therefore have inherited these things from his forefathers. We know nothing about the height of the scholar Rabbi Israel Netzaĥ, but I have that Arno Lublin’s grandfather was short. I know nothing about the color of Rabbi Israel’s and Rabbi Neta’s eyes. We usually imagine that the great, brilliant and stern Jewish scholars have black eyes, but Arno Lublin’s eyes are blue. They must be inherited from his mother or his grandmother.

Some of the things Mr. Lublin told me while we were walking after we had dined come to mind. Even though I don’t remember the exact words I’ll deliver them as if he were speaking because I like the way he speaks. What he says has a beginning and an end and a middle, unlike most of the people of our town who like to speak in riddles, they say one word and then slur others, making it difficult for the listener to understand, but then they ask him “do you understand?” and reluctantly he pretends that he does. But even though Mr. Lublin comes from our town he doesn’t speak in riddles or slur his words, but he is like a tradesman who says to the customer, “You can see my merchandise here, just as I told you, clearly and simply.”

Among the things Mr. Lublin spoke about were his wife and family. I’ll mention them because they have helped me to understand his character. If not all of them, most of them, and if not exactly as he spoke about them, a little of what he said. If not a beginning and a middle and an end at least the essence.

Mr. Lublin said, “Perhaps I shouldn’t have married the woman I married. I come from a small town and she comes from a city. I was raised in sorrow and hardship and she grew up with wealth and privilege. I don’t know whether I have told you, she is the daughter of that gentleman whose case I carried from the train station to his house, following in his footsteps. He gave me his sons’ old clothes and took me into his business making me one of his assistants and he treated me well. If I have become successful I have done so because of him. I must acknowledge that he never even suggested that my wealth and happiness were on his account. His sons and my wife are the same. My wife and I disagree about many things. We agree on the running of the household over which she has complete control. In general, she sees to running the household and our children’s education. This is not because my wife is cleverer than I am, but because this is such an irrevocable principle for her that she has persuaded me that the household and the children’s education must be left to the wife so I have left them to Nora. A man can be master everywhere except in his own home.”

Mr. Lublin said, “Unhappy is a man whose son has been taken prisoner by the enemy but I can tell you that as long as my son has been a prisoner I know that it isn’t I who have imprisoned him. Take the stage star’s daughter, for example. When I remember that Lemke and I are parents-in-law and his wife’s daughter calls me father, my blood boils. A man must love his son and of course I love my son and of course I want him to be happy but happiness with a non-Jewish woman like this one—better that he’s taken prisoner in France.”

Mr. Lublin said, “You told me that the famous scholar I’m related to was Mendelssohn’s philosophy teacher. I don’t know who he is or what philosophy is but I do know my son, a good boy who deserves to enjoy a life of happiness and distinction and I hope he returns soon from his incarceration and marries a decent woman, the daughter of decent merchants and puts sport aside and leaves the university and comes to work with me in my business and earns an honest living. My eldest son is not interested in trade and if he wants to be a lawyer I won’t stand in his way even though I know that an honest merchant who does his job faithfully is better than a lawyer who defends criminals and embezzlers.”

Mr. Lublin said, “It used to amaze me that intelligent people who know that there is nothing worthwhile in Zionism stand by idly while their children are taken in by it. When my younger son was growing up I told him that even though there is nothing worthwhile in Zionism it is a shield against persecution. At first I wondered, what is this, why do people who have devoted all their strength to Germany and helped extended its borders through their activities, and who work their entire lives for the good of Germany, worry that their sons will abandon Judaism? In fact, how much of Judaism have they preserved themselves that gives them the right to worry about their children abandoning it? When I consider my wife’s family I realize that they are not as worried about their children abandoning Judaism as about the non-Jewish women their children bring home. Last New Year’s Eve I was at a relative’s house, which was filled with young men and women and among them was a non-Jewish woman who had married my relative’s younger son. I don’t know much about women, but I can say with absolute certainty that even the impoverished daughter of Galician Jews with sidecurls and beards is more beautiful than that gentile woman, and needless to say, more intelligent. My relative sits on a wheelchair holding his cigar, he puts down the cigar and feels about in his pocket and takes out a small box which he offers to his son’s gentile wife. She opens the box and stares in open-mouthed amazement at the precious stone sparkling in the box. Then she lowered her mouth to my relative’s head and said affectionately, ‘Old man, I want to kiss your bald head.’ ”

Mr. Lublin said, “I had already despaired of the Jews. I pay my community tax and if they ask me for money for any Jewish institutions, I give it to them, and once or twice on the High Holy days I go to the Temple. Since the war began, I have begun to regard the Jews more favorably because I think there must be some change for the better, because Germany sees that all of us, all Germany’s Jewish citizens, sacrifice our children and our wealth for its war against the enemy, and is it possible that after all this they will still deprive us of our rights? Isn’t this so? Why are you looking at me like that?”

I said to Mr. Lublin, “I didn’t realize that I was looking at you. From now on when you ask why I’m looking at you I take it upon myself, God willing, not to look at you.” Mr. Lublin laughed and said, “God forbid that I should prevent you from looking at me. I see that we are almost home.” I didn’t say to him, “Mr. Lublin you are mistaken,” because I dislike speaking figuratively.

We parted amicably and while I was walking I thought about myself and Mr. Lublin.

This is what I was thinking while I was wandering through the center of Leipzig after having parted from Mr. Lublin following his revelations about a number of things that are not usually spoken about, particularly not to strangers.

How did I come to meet Mr. Lublin and why have I become closer to him than to anyone else in Leipzig? Not because he made it possible for me to live in Leipzig, for after all a man does his friend many favors, but still the friend fails to appreciate it. Not because he is from my town, for many people from our town live here and I haven’t become friendly with any of them. It is because he is a something of a novelty, a man who was born in our town and then excised it from his heart and who doesn’t remember it fondly if he remembers it at all.

Why is Mr. Lublin drawn to me? Not because I come from his town for many people from our town live here and I haven’t known him to become friendly with them. Mr. Lublin told me, “My father was an accomplished miser, there never was a skinflint like him, he wouldn’t bring anything into his house that was not absolutely necessary for physical survival. He only grudgingly let himself sweeten his tea with liquorice and even this made him angry. Once before Passover your grandfather came to my father to buy salt, because my father was a purveyor of salt and he had no other business than salt and all the strict ultra-Orthodox in the town bought salt from him for Passover. Your grandfather bought half a sack of salt and asked for a porter to carry it to his house. My father yelled at me, ‘You good-for-nothing why are you standing there like a pillar of salt, take the sack to Reb Yehudah’s house.’ I took the sack to your grandfather’s house. He offered me a sugar lump. I had never tasted sugar. I turned the sugar over in my hand until suddenly I found it in my mouth and I was astonished that it melted in my mouth and made me feel wonderful all over. Then your grandfather offered me a handful of sugar.” Mr. Lublin said to me, “When I recall our town my mouth becomes filled with salt and if not for the sugar your grandfather gave me the salt would never go away.”
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I returned to my room and prepared myself for bed. After my conversation with Mr. Lublin and everything that happened in the theater and the restaurant together with the glasses of wine, and before that with Lisa Lotte Lemke, I was tired and I lay down to sleep.

I was surprised to hear the sound of horses because since the outbreak of the war all the horses had been taken away for the war effort and there were no horses to be seen in the city.

When I looked out of the window I saw three magnificent horses and horsemen and with them was another horse, a white one.

I said, laughing, “It’s a pity I’m not asleep for if I were asleep and dreamt about them it would have been a very good sign, for it says in the ninth chapter of Tractate Berakhot, ‘If one sees a white horse in a dream, whether walking gently or galloping, it’s a good sign.’ ”

In a short while the horses were standing beside the building where I was living and their riders dismounted and tied their horses to a telegraph pole while talking among themselves.

I heard them talking in a strange language, one that is not commonly heard in our countries. The few words I heard sounded a little like the Old French phrases in Rashi’s commentary and a little like the German we find in the books of our teachers, the Ĥasidim of Ashkenaz. Their diction was strange and the words didn’t have a very pleasant sound. I didn’t know which country they had come from and which language they were speaking.

I said to myself, in wartime and it’s better for a person like me to close my eyes and see nothing. Tomorrow they could stand me in front of a court martial as if I had summoned them here. I stepped back and drew my hand over my eyes.

I heard one of them speaking and he said, “He is here, certainly he is here. By all the landmarks they gave us this is the house he lives in and I see that there is a light in it.”

How is it that I understood his language? Another question, who is the person the three horsemen are searching for in this house?

All my life I have generally avoided my neighbors. If I happen to encounter even one of them I immediately move somewhere else. I like everyone, but neighbors who come to my room without a second thought make me anxious. Right now I regretted my usual habit because I very much wanted to know who lived in the building and especially who it was that was being sought late at night by three knights who had clearly come from a distant land.

I didn’t stick my nose into the matter to obtain an answer. In wartime it’s better for a person to ignore the questions in his mind.

Suddenly I heard the sound of footsteps creaking up the stairs because the stairs made a noise under their feet.

Door after door and window after window were opened, and various voices sounded from every window and door, “Who is disturbing the quiet of the house, what cheek to wake those sleeping at midnight. It’s time to sleep, not to be rowdy!”

While they were screaming and shouting another voice was heard, one that cursed and swore, “Go shrink your ears, you cursed collaborating Saxons! You heedless joltheads, be quiet! We are the Emperor’s emissaries. Listen to what we ask of you and then answer our questions.”

Now there was quiet after the storm. Not a sound was heard. Every inhabitant of the house was silent, only their eyelashes seemed to rustle through fear and trembling. The fear that affected all the tenants of the house affected me as well.

One of the horsemen asked, “Where is ….’s room?” Because it was difficult for me even to contemplate that he was asking about me, I thought, “It is because of fear, fear has made me think such a distressing thought, that the Emperor’s envoy is asking about me.”

I made myself look as small as I could for three reasons, one, that because I am small and insignificant, I knew for certain that the Emperor’s envoy couldn’t possibly have come for me. Then, if he had indeed come for me it was better that he didn’t see me. If he saw me he would see how small and insignificant I am and not worth dealing with.

Suddenly there was a knock on my door and the landlady came in, wrapped in a dressing gown and said in a small voice, “Three great noble esteemed horsemen are asking about you, sir.”

I repeated her words, “They are asking about me?”

The landlady replied, “Yes, sir, they are asking about you. They are emissaries of the Emperor. Here is your coat, put it on and button up.”

I stared at the landlady in amazement. From the day I met her she had not spoken to me so softly and with such respect.

While she was still speaking three knights came in dressed in strange clothes the likes of which I had never seen, even in my research on costume. Two of the group had black hair and beards and the other had fair hair and a curly beard and his left hand was holding the end of his moustache. But for the scars on his forehead and cheeks which had been caused by smallpox he could be considered handsome. They were all slender, of medium height, but appeared even taller.

My room was small, it contained me because I knew how to contain myself, but it was too small for people who were used to stretching themselves to their full height. It is easy to understand how difficult it was for me to welcome guests like these.

The landlady whispered, “Would you, sir, care to convey your honored guests into my parlor.”

One of the horsemen asked the landlady, “Saxon, what are you whispering?” His companion stretched out his right leg between her legs and raised her to the ceiling. She hit her head on the ceiling and screamed. The three riders shook with laughter. One of them said, “Why are you screaming?” His companion said, “It is not she who is screaming, it’s the lice you damaged in her hair that are screaming.” The three horsemen again shook with laughter.

One of them said, “Get on with it and bring us wine to drink.”

The other one added, “Do you hear?”

The landlady went out and brought back a large jug filled with liquor.

One of them took the jug and said, “And what have you brought for my companions?”

The woman mumbled, “I will bring glasses for all of you.”

The horseman laughed and said “It is too much trouble for a tiny drop,” and while he was speaking he emptied the entire jug into his mouth.

The landlady stood downcast.

I said to her, “Go and ask your neighbors for some more and do not hold back. I’ll pay for whatever the horsemen drink.”

She went out and came back holding two jugs filled with liquor. After they had filled their glasses again and again they suddenly looked at me and asked, “Where is your jug? We have not seen you drinking.”

I said to them, “I have been drinking wine and cognac.”

One of them said, “Wine? If there is wine why have liquor?”

His companion said, “You spoke about another drink. What is it called, allow me to learn something.”

I said to him, “Cognac?”

“What? What? Co-co-ac? It must be the drink of your country.”

I said to him, “Indeed in the wineries of Rishon and Zikhron they have begun to make cognac. But anyone who wants a drink drinks wine.”

“And we were certain that in the Holy Land everyone drinks only the waters of the Jordan.”

His companion said to him, “I have heard that the entire nation drinks the waters of the Jordan while the Bishops and Counts drink wine.”

His companion said to him, “I think it is as you say, the great ones in the land drink wine and the simple folk drink the waters of the Jordan.”

After they had drunk their fill one of them asked again, “You spoke of another kind of drink. What is it called and how does it taste?”

I replied, “I can tell you what it is called but I can’t tell you how it tastes.”

He asked, “Do you drink it in a jug or in a goblet?”

I told him.

He said, “If the Emperor goes to war against the Holy Land I will show you how I can drink a large jug and it will not go to my head.”

His companion said to him, “The Emperor will not go to war against the Holy Land and he would not make war against the Emperor of the Holy Land because there is peace between Emperor Charles and the Emperor of the Holy Land. Have you not heard that the Emperor of the Holy Land sent him the key to the Holy Sepulchre?”

“And what if he did send him the key? Aren’t wise men of the land, the Emperor’s advisers, able to find a reason to go to war against the Emperor of the Holy Land?”

He said to him, “You, my friend and master, are a fool that you speak about such things in the land of the Saxons who are all a den of traitors. Woman, what are you doing here standing and listening?” As he spoke he threw the jug at her feet and, terrified, she ran away.

After the landlady had left the taller of the horsemen said, “We are emissaries of the Emperor, Emperor Charles has sent for you and so you should come.”

I remembered that when Emperor Franz Joseph had passed away Charles, who is called Karl, had become the Emperor and even though Franz Joseph had been old and grey I suddenly felt sad that he was dead, because he was a good king and we were at peace during his lifetime and now that he had gone to his eternal rest who knows what times are awaiting us and how the new Emperor Karl would treat the Jews. Even if he doesn’t hate us the kingdom is not under his control but controlled by ministers and advisers, and I still didn’t know whether the men had come to me in the name of Karl the Emperor of Austria or Charles the Great the Emperor of the Franks, Charlemagne.

They put me on the horse they had brought me.

The horses frothed at the bit and ate up the miles, passing over cities and villages, wildernesses and forests. Darkness covered the land and no human being could be seen. Charles had put most of the Saxons to the sword and destroyed their houses and anyone with breath in his body hid himself from Charles’ sword, because of all the tribes Charles hated the Saxons most of all. He had already traversed the Saxon lands eight times to massacre them and his sword was still stretched across Saxony to kill and annihilate. Because of my gratitude to Dr. Paul Bötticher who had allowed me to settle in Leipzig I felt sorry for the Saxons and for all the terrible things Charlemagne had done to them. Suddenly Paul de Lagarde whose name was originally Paul Bötticher, came to mind and I remembered some of the terrible things he had written about the Jews. But I had put aside the evildoer and replaced him with a benefactor, Paul de Lagarde with Dr. Paul Bötticher.

We rode for some time and flew over many places. On the way the Emperor’s emissaries, travelling to my right and my left, told me many momentous things, especially the tallest of them, the blond man with the curly beard who had been in the Emperor’s entourage when Charles had gone to Rome to receive an account from the Pope of all the sins and transgressions he had committed, for many eminent Christian priests had complained to Charles about the Pope, and it so happened that when the Pope was riding on a mule in Rome a crowd of people pushed him off his mule, trampled him, cut out his tongue and blinded him. Because I was so surprised I forgot to ask the horseman whether the Pope had crowned King Charles before they cut out his tongue and blinded him. The blond horsemen told me about the gift the Pope had sent the Emperor, a shroud filled with bones of their saints, and the Emperor occupied himself with them throughout his life. In fact they were never out of his hands, particularly one bone that is, according to the tradition handed down by an eminent priest of Rome, the bone of a pure and holy man whom the heretics had flayed while he was still alive and he bore all his suffering without crying out. On the contrary, his face was alight as if they had anointed his flesh with the oil of myrrh, and before his spirit left his body he said four words in the Hebrew language, like those the Jews utter before they die and especially when they bare their necks to be slaughtered when they refuse to accept the Christian faith.

I heard many other strange things from the Emperor’s emissaries, some straightforward and some confused as if they were speaking within a dream. By and by I occupied myself by thinking about a matter of Jewish law. If I were a Cohen would I be permitted to enter the Emperor’s palace where there are bones that surely belong to that holy man of theirs who, at the moment of his death, shouted words in Hebrew, which most certainly were Shema Yisrael because he had probably been born a Jew and even if he had changed his faith the bones of the dead are impure because he is still a Jew even though he committed a sin.

On the third day of our journey we reached the Emperor’s camp.

They took me to the Emperor’s palatial tents.

The Emperor was devoutly religious and the symbol of his faith hung over his heart. I looked up to heaven and blessed God for giving a portion of His goodness to a king of flesh and blood and I tried not to bow my head so that I should not stumble, God forbid, in the prohibition of prostrating before his idolatrous symbol. I was grateful to the Pope for crowning Charles Emperor so that I wouldn’t have to call him “King,” rather, “Emperor”—for there is no king but the King of Kings the Holy One blessed be He.

The Emperor’s servants brought a few large stones and laid them down before the Emperor’s throne. A courtier spread a woolen carpet over the mound and whispered to me, “The Emperor has ordered me to seat you, so please sit there.”

I sat down and waited for whatever Charles or his courtiers would say to me.

The Emperor asked his minister, “Where is the goose for writing?”

While he was still speaking a court servant came in, holding a large plump goose and stood before the Emperor. If it was not descended from the geese Rabbah Bar Bar Ĥannah saw it is indeed a miracle that somewhere they raise geese this large.

The Emperor looked at the goose kindly and drew his right hand over her feathers and afterwards he pulled out two or three feathers with his outstretched hand. The goose let out a terrible shriek and all the servants, with the Emperor at their head, roared with laughter.

They brought a goose feather, an inkpot and some parchment on a golden tray. The courtiers stood in silence. The Emperor said, “I have heard that you know the tongue of the Hebrews and that you know how to write Hebrew writing.” I nodded my head and replied, “I am a Jew and I am familiar with the language of my Jewish forefathers and with Hebrew writing.”

Having groaned with laughter the Emperor ordered the goose to be taken out of the tent.

One of his servants asked whether they should prepare roast goose for the midday meal.

The Emperor scolded him, “No, but prepare the ram I hunted today, which is my favorite dish.”

One of the courtiers said with his hand over his heart, “Does my Lord the Emperor not know what the doctor has said, that it is not good for the Emperor to eat roast meat because a roast will do him harm?”

The Emperor said with a laugh, “Lest the doctor will order me to eat pigeon flesh as the new mothers do? Go and do as I have ordered.”

The servant went out with the goose and the Emperor picked up the feathers and said to one of the courtiers “Take the feathers and prepare one of them for writing.”

The courtier took the feathers and with a sword he had taken out of its scabbard prepared quills for writing.

Charles asked, “Where is the parchment and the ink?”

One of the courtiers took a bundle of parchments and a pot of ink out of his cloak.

Charles said, “Is everything now ready for writing?”

The courtier said, “Everything is ready.”

Charles said to me, “And are you ready?”

I sat confused because I knew nothing.

The Emperor became angry with his courtiers and his servants and said, “I see that you have not told him anything. It is therefore my task to tell him the entire matter from beginning to end.”

One of the courtiers stood up, bowed to the Emperor and said to him, “If the Emperor wishes, I shall tell him what this is about and what you require from him.”

The Emperor glared at him and said, “Now that I am here and I can tell him I do not need you. Now pay attention to me and I shall tell you why I have sent for you. Have you heard that the Emperor of the worshippers of Muhammad sent me, by way of Isaac the Jew, an elephant, which gladdened my heart because no king of the Christians apart from me has seen a creature as huge and clever, and because this animal is precious to me and I desire its prestige I would like to ask Isaac the Jew how we can satisfy the animal and what I should give it apart from the food it is given day by day. Now that I know that you can write in Hebrew and in the language that Isaac the Jew uses, write a letter for me that contains everything I shall say to you.”

I thought, it’s a pity that I’m not asleep because if I were asleep I might dream about an elephant and I would enjoy miracles, as it is said, “Anyone who dreams about an elephant will enjoy miracles.” And if the King of the Muslims sends the Emperor of the Christians two or three elephants and I dream about them I would enjoy miracle of miracles as it is said, “He who dreams about an elephant will enjoy miracles, several elephants, miracle of miracles.”

They brought me the quills, the ink and parchment and I looked at the Emperor. He asked me, “Are you ready?”

I replied, “I am ready.”

He said to me, “Then write.”

I wrote down what he said: “ ‘From Charles Emperor of all the Franks to Isaac the Jew who sits before the Emperor of all the Muslims, may an abundance of peace and blessings be upon him.’ Did you write that down?”

“I wrote it down.”

“Then write: ‘I have been honored to receive from my friend the Emperor of all the Muslims a gift for which I thank him, a large animal which, due to its cleverness, gladdens our heart and the hearts of all our servants whom I deign to allow to see it. We have decided to afford it contentment for all that it does for us at this time, therefore be so kind as to allow me to ask you with what I should gladden its heart and what we could do to offer it happiness.’ Have you written it down?”

“As you have said it.”

“Does the quill still obey your hand? Or perhaps I should order another goose to be brought and other quills to be prepared for you.”

I took pity on the goose and I wanted to tell the Emperor that there is no need for geese because I have brought a fountain pen with me, but I was afraid that he would accuse me of witchcraft, for even though he was an enlightened Emperor he regarded everything beyond his understanding as witchcraft, and even if he didn’t think it was, his courtiers and advisers would, especially the bishops in his court.

Suddenly the Emperor put out his hand, took the letter and surveyed it again and again as if he couldn’t have enough of it.

As he was returning the letter to me he said to his advisers and courtiers, “Is this not a miracle, a man sits in Thuringia and writes a letter to Babylonia or Persia. The Jewish nation is clever for possessing a language and writing.”

One of the courtiers bowed to the Emperor and said, “But my Lord the Emperor also knows how to write.”

The Emperor said, “Indeed I have learned to write the letters of my name. Give me the quill and one of the parchments and I shall show you.”

I gave him the quill and one of the parchments.

He prepared the quill and tried to write and all the courtiers stood around him and watched, amazed that the Emperor was writing like one of the clerks.

Charles put down the quill, contemplated his writing and said, “I have written most of my name and tomorrow we shall complete what we have started today. Now bring a glass of the liquor the Bishop of Mainz sent us and my guest and I will drink.” I thought, “What shall I do? Will I have the courage to refuse the Emperor and not drink with him?”

The Emperor added, “If God has given you a palate, drink and enjoy this wonder of wonders. This drink that the Bishop has sent me, which is only the juice of the grain of the field, but tastes like fine wine.”

I thought, “The Lord is good to all and He has compassion on all He has made,” and I said, “Blessed is He who rewards those who are worthy of His kindness” thanking Him for saving me from being forced to sin by drinking forbidden wine.

They poured a glass for me and I recited the proper blessing. The Emperor heard me and asked, “Is that which you have said on your glass in the language of the Hebrews?”

I nodded and said, “Yes.”

He asked me, “Is this the language our Lord David the King of Israel spoke?”

I replied, “It is the language that King David spoke.”

The Emperor said, “But he composed his Psalms in Latin.”

I said to him, “God forbid. He composed them in the Holy Tongue.”

He said to me, “Since you know our Lord David personally, tell me some of the things you have heard about him.”

I thought that I shouldn’t contradict the Emperor because of his great prestige. I didn’t reply to his first question but I told him about David from the stories our sages have told us in the Talmud and the Midrash.

Charles closed his eyes in amazement and then dozed off.

When the Emperor’s courtiers saw that he was asleep they indicated that I was permitted to stand up. I rose from my place and went out.

Dawn broke at the beginning of the day. I thought the time has come for the Morning Prayer. Here in the Emperor’s camp the courtiers and the servants will distract me from my prayer. I should rather return to Leipzig and pray in my usual place.

I prepared to leave and I walked until I reached the city and my room, which I found to be clean and tidy without a sign of everything that had happened in it the evening before when the Emperor’s emissaries had been rowdy and drunk.
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Schwanke came in and with him was a council clerk with a letter to me in Mr. Lublin’s handwriting. He had written, “I fear that my return will be delayed and I won’t be back in the store for some time. Take the cane and tap on Lemke’s window and tell him to summon Schwanke to close the store. I couldn’t call you because before I left for the City Council I disconnected the telephone to avoid your being disturbed by it and now that I need to call you I am unable to.”

I tipped the clerk and said, “Good.” Schwanke asked me if I required anything. I wanted to tell him that I was about to leave so he should take the keys and lock the store. Suddenly I thought, Why should I go? I’m not hungry and I no longer want to go to the bathhouse, I lack nothing. It’s peaceful and quiet here and no one will disturb me. I’ll stay here until the beginning of the Sabbath. And as for Sabbath meals, I haven’t bought anything in any case and now there’s no time to go to the market and the shops. I’ll find something to eat in my room and even if I don’t it’s worth missing a meal for an hour of solitude such as this.”

I noticed that Schwanke was still standing there as he usually stood before Mr. Lublin. I looked at him the way Mr. Lublin looks at him. I said to him, “No, I’ll stay here.” Schwanke asked, “Should I bring sir a cup of coffee?” I remembered the coffee that Schwanke had brought when I had first sat in Mr. Lublin’s store. I shook my head and said “I do not want any coffee.” Schwanke asked, “Does sir require anything to eat?” I said to him, “I don’t want anything.” Schwanke realized that all I wanted was to be alone, and he left.

Sitting in Mr. Lublin’s store I called to mind everything I had heard from Mr. Lublin and everything he had told me about his forefathers. I was suddenly transported from the store of Mr. Lublin from Leipzig and I imagined that I was still living in my town, in the study house, walking about there and talking to everyone about the town’s recent events, for even if things weren’t very good they were better than they are now.

I sat alone in Mr. Lublin’s store, not because I wanted to express my gratitude to him but because I liked sitting alone and thinking about my town.

Suddenly some partitions appeared, surrounding me on all sides, with my town positioned between them and I was about to get up and stroll about my town as I used to do before I left it.

I sat in silence, filled with wonder at the amazing things I had seen. A man sits in a housewares store not far from the Leipzig crowds, thinking about his town, and suddenly a miracle happens and his entire town and its surroundings, its markets and its houses, all of them together, come into view, as close as if they were a few yards away. If I were not a modest man and aware of my low value I would see myself as important in heaven, which takes so much trouble on my account. Inasmuch as there is no man so self-assured that he avoids pride I said to myself, “This is only a dream,” and to make certain I was not deceiving myself I looked around to see where I was, and I realized that I was sitting in Mr. Lublin’ store after he had gone out and left me alone.


The Last Chapter
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The door opened and in came Mr. Jacob Stern. He was tired and weary. One could see on his face that he had come a long way.

I placed a chair in front of him. Or perhaps he took a chair and sat down on it. He had appeared so suddenly that I can’t be sure of the details.

As he sat down he took off his hat. This is the hard black hat whose brim is folded back towards the part that covers the head, which the wealthy synagogue officials of the previous generation, who were somewhat modern in their outlook, wore on weekdays. There was something special about his hat, the kind called “custom made” these days, because his head was large and his skull a little long. Words do not create objects nor do objects describe a person so I set them aside and return to the man himself.

Mr. Jacob Stern removed his hat and placed it on his knees. After removing his hat I could see his wide forehead with all its lines and his broad shoulders, worn out after bearing the burden of the bad years that the trials of war had inflicted on him. The bad years had bent his body. I was so happy to see him that I didn’t take the bad years into account, as if there were still peace in the world and he and I live in our town and stroll together, as kind to the city as the city is kind to us.

In those days I was among those studying in the old beit midrash, which was still filled with books like all the good study houses. Since I was the only one left of all the students in the study house I felt that the books had been written for me alone and I had to read them all. I divided my days into three parts, one third to Talmud, one third to the rabbinic legal codes and a third to the rest of the books. I think I have described my activities accurately.

Now that I have described them I’ll describe Mr. Jacob Stern’s.

Mr. Jacob Stern was an important householder, one of the town’s most important men, a member of the Jewish community council and, if I am not mistaken, also of the Town Council. He didn’t mind that I was a youngster and invited me to join him in his walks. Whenever he was free of his duties, which in truth took care of themselves, he would put on his hat, take his cane in his hand, go out walking, and on his way he would call in at the old beit midrash. It’s no exaggeration to say that he came for me because the hall was already empty and I was the only student left.

I would stand up when he came in and he would say, “I see that you are not deeply engrossed in your learning, so if I take you outside for a stroll I shall not be diverting you from Torah study.” While he was speaking he would take out a thick cigar, trim it with his penknife and light it with the eternal flame left ever-lit in the study hall, using a piece of paper or a match, but never with the memorial candles. He didn’t use the memorial candles to light his cigar out of respect for the souls of the departed. He lingered and smoked for a short while and then said “Let us go. If you need to lock the beit midrash doors lock them from the outside.” I think that was the only joke I ever heard him make. Like everyone whose affairs are well controlled he didn’t like jokes.

After locking the door we sometimes went one way and sometimes another. The same town and the same roads but there was not a day when he didn’t do something different and there was not a patch of land whose story he didn’t tell me. He considered every little plot of earth as if it could be mined for gold. He spoke seamlessly and he almost crossed the city limits, but his shoes led him back, because they knew that he didn’t want to overstep our town’s border. His devotion to our town was such that one summer’s day he was sitting with some of his relatives near one of the ruins of the town on the road leading out toward the town of Yazlovets and they were talking about their forefathers, the holy sages, for the graves of two of them had been discovered in the old cemetery. One of Mr. Jacob Stern’s relatives said, “How far is Yazlovets from our town? About an hour and a half away, so let us rent ourselves a wagon and we’ll ride there and prostrate ourselves on the graves of our forefathers and say the Afternoon Prayer where our forefathers prayed.” They rented a carriage and went. Mr. Jacob Stern didn’t go with them. He said to me, “I cannot say that I don’t regret not having joined them on their journey and that I didn’t go to the graves of the two great ĥasidic rebbes who are my relatives or that I didn’t see their tombstones, but I value this remorse because I have not departed from our town even for two renowned rebbes.”
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How were the two graves discovered? A woman’s husband died and left her the house and a garden filled with fruit and vegetables. She and her children earned some of their living from the garden’s fruit and vegetables. Their neighbor was a very evil gentile, a very bad neighbor. He would let his pigs into the garden. They ate the vegetables, destroyed the saplings and didn’t leave the woman and her children a single piece of fruit over which to say a blessing. The woman cried out for help but there was no one to help her because who would intervene in the quarrel of a widow and orphans? Who would save her?

The widow realized that there was no one on earth who would help her. She went to the cemetery. She prostrated herself on her husband’s grave and told him that the gentile neighbor was set on doing them harm. She wept bitterly until she had no more strength or tears to shed. She fell asleep.

Her husband appeared to her and said, “Why are you sleeping? Get up and go to the old cemetery and perhaps the tzaddikim will hear you and bring your plea before the Holy One blessed be He who accepts the pleas of widows and orphans.”

The woman rose from the ground and went to the old cemetery but didn’t see any graves or tombstones because the many trees that had grown between the graves had concealed the tombstones that had fallen onto the graves.

The woman knew that there are no lies in the world of truth. If her husband had said go to the old cemetery to the graves of the tzaddikim it was certain that great rabbis were buried in the old cemetery and if they were to bring the plea before God He would hear and save her. She turned to the left and right and made her way.

She reached a certain place but had no more strength to continue. She thought, “It is surely impossible that the Holy One blessed be He doesn’t want to save a poor woman from her oppressors, so I’m being punished for my sins and am unworthy of reaching the graves of the holy rabbis for them to bring my case before the Righteous Judge.”

She lay down in anguish with her heart breaking because she was not strong enough to overcome her powerful sorrow. In her misery she dug her nails into the soil.

Her fingers encountered a stone and she realized that this was a tombstone. She saw another one beside it, with the letters on both of them not cut in but standing out. She realized that these were the tombstones of the two great tzaddikim, so venerable that they were buried in the old cemetery where no one had been buried for over a hundred years. No righteous Jew in all the land could lie where these great tzaddikim lay. The woman had indeed come across the graves of the two venerable rabbis who had led the holy congregation of Yazlovets before 1648 and in whose merit the town had been spared from the massacre of 1648 because the evil Khmielnitski wasn’t able to come anywhere near Yazlovets nor was he paid the cash tribute he demanded. The tzaddikim were so renowned in their lifetime that even the worst of the malefactors couldn’t withstand them and Khmielnitski left the town in disgrace. The woman stood before the two tombstones and wept copiously. Had the tombstones not been made of stone her tears would have melted them.

She thought of her young children at home without food, going to bed hungry without saying their prayers should she not return. She regarded the two gravestones and the graves beneath them and said, “The day is at an end and I don’t see you but you see into my soul and the pain in my heart with eyes brightened by the Torah.” She raised her eyes to heaven and left the old cemetery.

As she was leaving she met a gentile whom they called the old judge because he had been the judge before the Austrian Empire ruled Galicia which it had taken from Poland and the town and all its surroundings were terrified of his rulings. He was a good gentile unlike the ones in our time.

The judge observed the woman’s appearance. He said to her, “Jewess, what were you doing in the old cemetery where no one has been buried for over a hundred years? You certainly do not have a relative buried there.” She answered him, “What shall I say? If I tell you the truth you won’t believe me.” He said to her, “Tell me, woman, tell me. No one coming from a cemetery tells lies. Do not leave anything out.”

The widow said, “Why should I tell lies even when the truth does not help?” The judge said, “Speak, Jewess, speak.” The woman said, “All of Yazlovets knows that my husband left me a house with vegetables and fruit trees. I live with my little children in poverty, the garden does not bring us fruit or vegetables but only trouble and suffering, pain, hardship and misery. My neighbor, Nikita the wicked, may the earth swallow him up, knew that my husband had died and that I’m only a weak woman with small children. He let his pigs into my garden. The pigs ate all the vegetables and destroyed the trees, and as if all this trouble he had caused us was not enough he built a pigsty in the garden. I’m tormented by the pigs’ squealing and there is no one to help me. So I went to my husband’s grave to tell him my troubles and he told me to go to the old cemetery and beg the holy rabbis to bring my case before the Heavenly Throne, and that is why I went to the old cemetery and I have just come back from there.”

The judge listened to the widow’s distressing story but said nothing. He rested his head on his cane, for he was holding a thick cane with a kind of lead knob on top that he used to beat anyone who said anything he didn’t like hearing. He stood like this, his head resting on the top of the cane. The woman was afraid that he had fallen asleep and that he would fall down and she wouldn’t know what to do.

He raised his head and said, “I also heard from my forefathers that great rabbis are buried in the old cemetery, and only because God did not want them to lead the Jews from our land to the Holy Land He hid their graves from sight so the Jews would not come to them to petition for themselves. Now, Jewess, go on home. Tomorrow Nikita will destroy his pigsty and will close the gaps in your fence and you and your children will eat the fruit and vegetables of the garden and not another pig will come to destroy your property.”

The woman said, “May God help you. I don’t know whether my husband spoke to me in a dream and you are speaking to me while I’m awake or if you are speaking to me in a dream and my husband spoke while I was awake!”

The woman went home and the judge summoned Nikita.

Nikita stood in the doorway of the house and said to the judge, “You summoned me. Here I am.” The people were so afraid of the judge that only from the doorway did anyone dare face him. The judge said to him, “If you wish to go on living remove the sty from your neighbor the widow’s garden and build her a fence around the garden, and if I hear that you have gone into the garden against her will, or speak a nasty word to her, I will start criminal proceedings against you and you will not come down alive from the hangman’s noose, but like an executed corpse they will drop you among the criminals’ graves where only crooked crosses stand. You know that if it weren’t for my having saved you from the King’s judges you would already be dead and your grave forgotten and your name would be remembered only for eternal disgrace.”

Nikita knew that if it were not for the old judge who had supported him he would already have been hanged, because Nikita was condemned to death for killing a family of many children and the old judge covered up for him and he was acquitted. For our Lord is compassionate and merciful to the wicked for the sake of the poor of His nation to allow them to survive in this exile.

This is the story of the discovery of graves of the two tzaddikim to whom Mr. Jacob Stern was related, but due to his love for his town he didn’t go to see their gravestones or to prostrate himself on their graves because it was difficult for him to say the afternoon and evening prayers anywhere but in his own town.
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I return to the time when Mr. Jacob Stern and I used to stroll in our town, as kind to the town as it was to us and God in His heaven was kind to the entire world because it was peacetime. It is satisfying to remember good days in times of sadness and sorrow. If I remember correctly we have a source for this in the Bible.

So we would stroll in the town—he, because he loved observing the town and I, because I enjoyed his conversation, for while we were walking he would tell me things that had happened in our town. Not the events of our time brought about by people of our time, for even if they are of some slight importance they are peppered with gossip and slander, but he would talk about things that happened to our town one, two or three hundred years ago, almost in its earliest years. Even if the incidents were of little importance, they were important to the people they happened to and it is our privilege to remember them. There was nothing that we came across during our walks that he didn’t tell its tale, and everything seemed to be happening in the present time, as if he were seeing and caught up in the events himself.

How long is a person’s life span? Seventy years, and if he is strong eighty years, but the things he told me about concerned four, six or ten generations in the past. Mr. Jacob Stern was one of the outstanding people in every generation in whom the Holy One blessed be He confides the events of His world, and when they open their mouths to speak all the events appear before them, they are revived as at the moment they happened.

It is still a little difficult to understand when he was able to hear all the things he spoke about and from whom he heard them. From his father? His father didn’t say very much and would dismiss everyone with a quotation. It was fine if one could understand, but if not he would turn away and say, “I shall not waste my words on an ear that does not hear.”

Did Mr. Jacob Stern hear them from his mother? She died giving birth to him. Many times on our walks he would suddenly stop talking and ponder like a man searching for something he has lost. At first I wondered about whatever was interrupting his conversation and making him stand still and think, but when I heard that his mother had died in childbirth I realized that he was seeking the shadow of her image because in her day young Jewish girls were not used to having their picture taken by a photographer, and no picture of her existed. In that case, where did Mr. Jacob Stern receive his stories of the town? He must surely have received them from his maternal grandmother, who received them from her mother who was born in the year of the plague and because she hadn’t fled the town during her pregnancy and gave birth there, the town granted her many years and she lived a long life like our forefathers before the plague who grew very old, and she recounted everything she had seen and heard in her 107 years. She hadn’t left the town in all those years so she saw everything that happened and heard everything the old townswomen were saying about the events of their lifetime and what they had heard from their own forefathers back to the first generation when the world was self-contained, as was our town. Mr. Jacob Stern had grown up at her knee and heard her stories so they were engraved on his heart and he would retell them. However, I must add something. Even his great-great-grandmother didn’t leave the area of the town. Our town was still small, rarely visited by outsiders and none of the townspeople had any desire to see other towns or to hear about events in the world other than events of our town. People suffice with what they have at home in their town. What of Alexander the Great who was the mightiest of all the kings before and after him? He conquered the entire world, he ruled over land and sea and crossed every country, reaching the mountains of darkness and he trampled the entire world under the hooves of his horse Holofernes who was born after a horse and a lion had mated, some said a horse and a deer and others said a horse and an eagle. He saw everything in the world, all kinds of strange creatures that the Holy One blessed be He had created in His world. When the time came for Alexander to die what did he say about himself, “Alexander was a fool for struggling all his life to go from place to place only to have a tomb carved for him at the end, and he won’t even able to see the maggot that gnaws his flesh.”

With this I end the third section in the last chapter about Mr. Jacob Stern from my town who suddenly appeared while I was sitting alone in Mr. Lublin’s store in Leipzig on the eve of the Sabbath that occurred on the anniversary of the death of Maimonides of blessed memory. Why do I mention the death of Maimonides of blessed memory? Because from the time that I first resolved to do so, I usually divide the anniversary of the death of our late Master Maimonides into three, a third for studying his code of law, a third for his Mishnah commentary and a third for his book, A Guide of the Perplexed. But on that day I didn’t study the code or the commentaries or the Guide because I was sitting in Mr. Lublin’s store. For that reason the events of the day are engraved in my heart because of what was missing on that day.

Now that I have combined time and place I begin the fourth section in which I tell of my conversation with Mr. Jacob Stern and other things, some of them to the main point and some of them that go around it. Don’t say that they aren’t pertinent if they go around the main point. If they are not pertinent to the main point what is their point? Be aware that everything encircles and surrounds everything else and only God, the Primal Cause, stands between the encircling and the one who does the circling. I don’t want to dwell on this, it is not pertinent, for with all our wisdom and intelligence we are unable to provide a hairsbreadth of explanation, more so a man like me who is only given to tell the story of everything man thinks and plans, and what he intends, while God keeps the reason for events from him.
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At the outset I said that he hadn’t changed at all, but when we were sitting opposite each other I realized that he had indeed changed, because he had always had a thick cigar in his mouth and today there was nothing there. The aroma of a good cigar had always surrounded him but today the odor emanating from his clothes was one of dust.

Since I have mentioned the cigar I shall say something about it. Its ash would last until the end and a fiery eye would glimmer in the ash, like the one revealed long ago on the first night of Seliĥot on the waters of the Strypa where the Jewish boys would stray, and follow it because of the mermaids that ruled the water. They didn’t know that this was the eye of the Jewish martyrs who had drowned glittering at the Jews to see if they had repented and would face their destiny at the end of days. Now that eye couldn’t be seen because the cigar had vanished. I detest exaggeration. But I shall say as an analogy, it felt as if the eyes of bygone days had waned, as if the days’ light had gone out.

No man is born with a cigar in his mouth, nor do our bodies depend on one, therefore I abandon it and say something about his body itself, his head and shoulders, perhaps only about the shoulders, since they are the essence of Mr. Jacob Stern, bearing the weight of ten or more generations, everything that happened throughout those times, the exploits of our townspeople for ten or more generations.

His shoulders were stooped, dragging his entire body, which was already bent, downwards (let’s not tempt the devil!). If the earth were not busy with the multitude of the war dead, hundreds of thousands every hour, it would turn its attention to grab him, believing it was doing him a favor. Who can fathom the secret of the earth and its way of thinking? We are here above it weeping for the dead but it is kind to God’s creatures, gathering them to itself.

In those days, in peacetime when the world was tranquil and secure, he and I lived in our town, as we are doing today, but in those days we would stroll in our own town and today we are sitting far away in a large city in Germany. In those days he would speak and I would listen but today as he sat in front of me I was the one speaking and I don’t know whether or not he was listening or whether, if he was listening, he was paying attention and if he was, whether he thought about what I was saying. In these times when a man speaks to his friend and he appears to be listening he may not be.

I wasn’t sure about this, because I’m a denizen of the old beit midrash where there were elderly Torah scholars who would close their eyes and seem to be asleep when anyone presented them with a sharp talmudic argument. When the arguer completed his argument they would open their eyes and ask, “Have you finished? If you have we shall answer you.” As soon as they opened their eyes the entire argument collapsed until only the phrases that had created the its structure remained. A parable is never like the thing itself, but because of Mr. Jacob Stern I remembered the elderly men of our town who seemed to be asleep.

I said to him with the affection that was customary in our town, “How long has it been since we last saw one another? Now we are sitting together once again, but in one of the great cities of Ashkenaz.” Mr. Jacob Stern must be aware that I still call Germany “Ashkenaz” as we used to call it, and not “Germany” as they call it today. They discard words used for centuries and then they call Ashkenaz “Germany,” and Tzarfat “France,” and if this were not enough they call the Land of Israel “Palestine.” Precisely at the moment that the Jewish people and the Land of Israel were seeking each other, the world begins calling the Holy Land after a foreign nation that has already vanished from the earth. Even Maimonides didn’t call the Land of Israel by its name, but called it “Land of Beauty,” which is what the Lord blessed be He had called it, “The most beautiful of all lands.” But it is shameful to give the Land of Israel the name of another nation that the Lord didn’t want. Now Mr. Stern, because we are sitting and speaking between ourselves we are allowed to speak as the old masters of the Torah in our town did, for they would base their words on a verse and say, “Anything based on a verse in the Torah, the Prophets or in the Wisdom Literature has substance, for nothing in the Bible is without substance.” What does the Bible say, “From power comes sweetness.” When the war ends we’ll imagine that our hands have been covered in honey.
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I stopped thinking about the misery of the war because it made me so angry and, rather, contemplated the good that was to come out of it for the Jews, and through them for the entire world. I had forgotten that I was talking to one of the most intelligent men of our town who assert that anything not logical is of no account and I said to him, “Now, Reb Jacob, I shall tell you something.” I no longer called him Mr. Stern but Reb Jacob the way the Jews do, for when we talk about a Jew we should remember him by the name he was given at his circumcision, particularly if the name is mentioned in the Bible for by doing so we attribute to him the quality of the person whose name he bears. I said to him, “Now, Reb Jacob, I’ll tell you something. Last year on the Tenth of Tevet I went to the beit midrash of our Galician brothers whom God brought here because of the war. I wonder if even Reb Yudel Ĥasid had seen poverty like this, even though in his time the world was filled with poverty, especially in the places he visited. In short, at the beginning of the war those unfortunate people suffered the way war refugees suffer. What do Jews speak about during the war? They talk about the misery of war, when nations attack each other and the first to suffer are the Jews.

There was an old man there who studied the Mishnah or Bible together with commentaries. It was clear that the fast of the Tenth of Tevet affected him less than the agony of the Jewish people since the first Tenth of Tevet thousands of years ago. They asked him, “Reb Yeĥiel, what do you think of the war?” He placed his kerchief over the book and said, “What do Yeĥiel’s words matter about the nations who are convinced that they are better than all the others and each one is prepared to destroy the entire world. If they had gone to war for their own sake I would say, each of them is out for himself, but they need to harm others more than they want to do good for themselves. This means that the Holy One blessed be He may allow His world to be destroyed because this or that king wanted lands that didn’t belong to him, or because the dignitaries of the worthless kingdoms inspired them to wickedness, or because the generals want to show their king that they were not decorated with medals and ribbons for nothing. Everything, my brothers and friends, is His will, our Lord in Heaven who does everything according to His will. Even if we do not know the Divine intention we know that His blessed intention is to benefit His Jewish nation because God is good and His mercy endures forever and the salvation of Israel will soon emerge out of the evil the war has brought to the world. We do not know the nature of this salvation, but out of evil good will come.”

Afterwards I asked, “Who is this Reb Yeĥiel?” They answered me, “A Jew.” I said, “Thank the Lord, we are all Jews so why are you telling me that Rabbi Yeĥiel is a Jew?” They said, “A Jew who worships God simply.” I asked them, “What does ‘simply’ mean?” They said “ ‘simply’, as it is written in the Torah.” I said to them, “I see here a Bible printed with 42 different commentaries, and since we seem to need 42 commentaries we are forced to understand that no two commentaries are alike. They said to me, “All the commentators aspired to one thing.” I asked them, “If so, why 42 commentaries?” They said, “It is said that the Holy One blessed be He hears every individual’s prayer so why is it a mitzvah to say public prayers together in the synagogue? Because it is good that all the individual prayers of all the Jews ascend together to heaven as one.”

I know that Mr. Jacob Stern retains our town’s custom of disliking things that are not rational, meaning that the intellect cannot prove them, and I am also a little like that, not for the same reason as the people of our town, but for my own reasons because the mind changes over time and each time has its own outlook. So I set aside the old man’s words and I said to Mr. Jacob Stern, “Now, Mr. Stern, let’s leave the war and the refugees it has uprooted and darkened their world while they search for a motive, a reason or an explanation for the destruction they have suddenly had to endure. What was it I wanted to say? Do you remember that you used to tell me about Rabbi Neta Netzaĥ, the great-grandson of Rabbi Israel Netzaĥ the author of Netzaĥ Israel? For fifteen years Rabbi Neta Netzaĥ lived in a tumbledown dwelling behind the long bridge behind the cemetery. After fifteen years he moved from there and took his straw bedding with him. You also told me that when price of the eggs rose by one kreutzer for sixty eggs he ordered his wife not to glaze her Sabbath loaves with egg yolk, and now Mr. Arno Lublin, that is, Aaron Lublin, Rabbi Neta’s great-great-grandson, lives in a large house on Gustav Adolf Street beside the Valley of the Roses in a splendid apartment among beautiful objects and magnificent paintings while we sit in the office of his firm, which is known throughout the city and all of Saxony. Is it on his own account that he decided to help others? Since the outbreak of the war he has given money to establish a soup kitchen for the young men about to go to war and like him his wife has established an officers’ club where they can have coffee and cakes, cigarettes and cigars.

Mr. Jacob Stern sat in silence. I didn’t know whether he was silent because the journey had exhausted him, for whenever he even dreamt of the name of one of our townsmen he would immediately rouse himself and tell us about him, but I didn’t know whether or not he was fond of the descendants of that sage, the author of Netzaĥ Israel, but we can assume that he was not at ease with Mr. Lublin, for even gentiles who left our town usually went back, and worst of all Mr. Lublin had left our town while still a child and never returned for all those years. Mr. Jacob Stern was not at ease for another reason, because I had reminded him of Mr. Lublin and his ancestors, for Mr. Jacob Stern used to say “If you come across the errant son of distinguished people do not mention his ancestors,” but I had mentioned Mr. Lublin’s two forefathers Rabbi Neta Netzaĥ and the sage Rabbi Israel Netzaĥ the author of Netzaĥ Israel.
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Even a gentile who left our town usually returned. Once there was a townsman whom the Crown sentenced to beheading because he had committed murder. He ran away from the town and went to a place in Bosnia called Saray, when Saray was still in the Muslim Empire before the Turks gave it as a gift to our Emperor who then called it Sarajevo.

This townsman came to Saray, which is now Sarajevo. He went to their headman and asked for permission to live in his city and confided to him that he was unable to return to his country because he had committed murder. The Muslim granted him permission to live in the city and in addition to fields and vines he granted him his freedom, because the Muslims hate the Christians and they are partial to anyone who has killed a Christian, particularly to a Christian who has killed another Christian, because the Muslims believe in one God although through ignorance they have added their own prophet, but the God of the Christians is three.

So the townsman was accepted in the Muslim country and he married a local woman and then another because it was customary among the Muslims for every man to take a few wives, out of decorum to prevent them from thinking about women who were not their own. He fathered sons and daughters and made a fortune, becoming very rich. Still, all this meant nothing to him because of his longing for his town, which is our town.

One day while combing his beard he saw in his mirror that his hair and beard were covered with white. He thought, “I have grown old, I shall go and see the town of my birth before I die.” There were as yet no trains pulled by steam locomotives. He travelled for some weeks or perhaps months, for the country was filled with forests, since this was before the Emperor Franz Joseph ordered that the forests be uprooted to prevent murderers hiding in them.

A few months later he was almost in our town, in the small nearby village of Podlesie. He tied up his horses, climbed down from the coach and went on foot because there is no comparison between what a man sees when he goes on foot and what he sees when he travels in a coach. That day, which was a Sunday, the gentiles had gathered in their church. He drew himself close to the walls of the church to hear the voices of the townspeople. Their prayers ended and they began to emerge from the church but he still stood without moving. While some of them didn’t see him others did.

A young man, the grandson of the man who had been murdered, was born on the day of the murder. He would hear his father and mother talking about the murder, and he had fashioned an image of the murderer in his mind. When he grew up he bought himself a large knife and every day he would inspect and sharpen it, and on Sundays he would sharpen his knife twice before going to church saying, “When the murderer falls into my hands I will use this knife to stab him.” When they told him, “Time has passed and if he were to fall into your hands you wouldn’t recognize him,” he would reply, “I will recognize him by his age.” He meant to say, “I take the passing years into account and I create an image of the murderer according to the passage of time that has aged him.” So he bought a knife and fixed it to his belt under his clothes. Every Sunday before church he would whet his knife to a razor’s edge. Meanwhile the Turk stood at the church without moving until all the gentiles had emerged and even then he remained standing. The grandson of the murdered man came out and peered at the murderer. He called out, “In the name of all the saints this is the man who killed my grandfather.” He pulled out his knife and thrust it into his heart. The Turk lingered for a few days before he died. Every day he asked to be taken to a different place in the town because he wanted to see it before his death and wherever he stopped to look he would give his servants a pocketful of coins until all his coins were finished and he died.

So you see, even a gentile who was born in our town and left it, couldn’t live in peace until he returned. However, Aaron Lublin whom you call Mr. Arno Lublin and his forefathers and their forefathers were born here, he never returned since the day he fled, as if his feet had never stood in our town, as if he had never smelled its earth.
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I stopped talking, unable to find a way to defend Mr. Lublin who had escaped from our town and never returned. I remembered an event that concerned Mr. Lublin but I didn’t immediately begin to tell the story, rather I enclosed it within another one until I arrived at the original one. The first event was to reduce the heart’s bitterness, the second, to cancel its resentment, and the third, to satisfy it, and all these events for the heart’s reconciliation, the soul’s refreshment and the restoration of peace. What you don’t find in the one event you will find in a different one, and needless to say one event within another.

So I said to Mr. Jacob Stern, “There is an old book entitled Genealogy of the Talmudic Sages which was written by one of our rabbis, an author of the Tosafot. Most of it was written on parchment, and it was found in the old ritual bath belonging to the Fürth community. I looked through the book. It is worth is more than gold.”

Since I have mentioned the ritual bath in Fürth I shall say something about it. Usually the shopkeepers would close their shops every day a few hours before the afternoon prayer for the sake of the women on their way to the ritual bath, to prevent the shopkeepers from looking at them and committing a sin by thinking about women. Go and say something like this in Germany where even the Orthodox rush to see water sport where a gentile woman performs dances in the water! However, in our town we did something similar to what they did in Fürth, that for the women’s sake they replaced the beit midrash with the tailors’ synagogue. Originally, about two or three hundred year ago, the beit midrash stood where the tailor’s synagogue stands now, that is, opposite the ritual bath, and the women were embarrassed to be seen by the students there so the beit midrash and the tailors’ synagogue traded places. Now the beit midrash is at the bottom and the synagogue is on top. Now, Mr. Stern, I come to the point. I knew an old man of about eighty who was born in Fürth, as were his mother’s and father’s families, and from the time he left when he was eighteen years old he didn’t even spend an hour in his town. He often went on business to Nuremberg which is about a half-hour’s distance from Fürth, but he didn’t once go to Fürth. Why was this? Because as long as he had lived there he hadn’t had one day of happiness.

What was the problem? His father was a rich man who gave lodging to a rabbi he had employed to teach the boys the Torah and Commandments, and the girls the Commandments which apply to women. The father, too, would study Pentateuch with him using Malbim’s commentary. This old man told me, “I have forgotten everything the rabbi taught me, apart from one thing. ‘Hast du schon minchah geohrt?’ Have you said the afternoon prayer yet? Every time I was about to go to my friend or play outside the rabbi would ask ‘Hast du schon minchah geohrt?’ He did not take his eyes off of me for one moment of the day. He was an inventor, he constantly invented something to hold me up. On the Sabbath in winter, to say the Morning Prayer, in spring to count the Omer and for the rest of the time to say the afternoon and evening prayers in the synagogue. I was so miserable that I lost all hope of ever being free of him.

“When I finished high school my father sent me to Berlin to master the cooking oil business. We were purveyors of oils and my father wanted me to qualify in this business in a large company in Berlin. Since I have shaken the dust of Fürth off my feet I never set foot there again for some fifty-eight years.” The old man went on, “That rabbi has already passed away but I know very well that if I go to Fürth he will be the first to run into me and soon after greeting me he will ask, ‘Hast du schon minchah geohrt?’ ” You see, Mr. Stern, even when people have left other towns they don’t return to them.

Mr. Jacob Stern’s face was sad. I wanted to restore his good humor. I said to him, “Since I have mentioned Fürth I shall also mention our teacher the sage Rabbi Benjamin Zev son of Rabbi Meir who pitched the tent of Torah in Fürth about two hundred and fifty years ago and whom the community leaders of Vienna invited to come to the capital to teach them and their children Torah but following the Edict of Expulsion he went with others who had been expelled from Vienna to the community of Fürth where he was appointed Rabbi and established good and honest customs. Some books attribute a few of those customs to him and to works of the Ĥakham Zvi.
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I was like someone who had tried to put out a fire with kerosene. I had meant to defend Mr. Lublin for not bothering to visit our town, for not having been there since he had left, for we knew that he had run away at age eleven because of his father and he never again showed his face in our town. In the end I told the stories of all the others who had done the same thing, among them one of the important men of our town who went to Vienna and from there to Fürth without ever seeing our town again.

I searched in my innermost heart for the positive things said about our town because I wanted very much to cheer up Mr. Jacob Stern. How should I do this? Only with stories of our town. A thousand things came to mind but I couldn’t settle on any one of them. I was like someone for whom many objects had been set out. He would pick up one of them and realize that it was useless, a second one that he deemed to be useless, and so on with every one of them. It seemed to be meaningful from a distance but when he used it he realized that it was of no value. This is how it was with me, with every story I thought of telling, when I tried to tell it I realized that it wasn’t a story.

I glanced at Mr. Jacob Stern who had come from our town to see me, one of the few towns that still existed in the world of the Holy One blessed be He, and he was tired and weary and deserving of consolation, and to be encouraged, to be strengthened, to be fortified, to be cheered, but I had nothing to say to him. I saw myself as someone in the desert who receives a visitor but can’t find even a little water to give him. I tried again to think of something I knew about, but I couldn’t bring even a small thing to mind. I was like someone who can’t remember his name when asked it.

Since I couldn’t find anything connected to my town I said to myself, “People find other things in the world to be desirable.”

It was the anniversary of Maimonides’ death but I didn’t have any of his books, for usually on every 20th of Tevet I would divide the anniversary day into three, a third for studying his code of law, a third for his Mishnah commentary, and a third for the Guide of the Perplexed, but today because I was sitting in Mr. Lublin’s store, I had none of these. I told myself that since I don’t have any books by Maimonides here I’ll talk about him instead. It so happened that this led to something about our town. This is the power of our town, there’s nothing that can’t be related to it.

I said to Mr. Jacob Stern, “Do you remember old Rabbi Abraham David whose prayer stand stood at the north window of our old beit midrash? He used to say ‘Sick people who demand doctors are foolish because if they had studied Maimonides they would not have become ill.’ He also used to say, ‘How much better it would have been for the world without those writers who came after Maimonides. If one wants to know any point of law he need only open a volume of Maimonides’ Code, now those latter writers pile on mountains of commentary, distracting us from the bottom line. And if you suggest that the bottom line does not always accord with Maimonides’ position, why, then, are we destined to determine all laws according to his opinion in the World to Come? After all, when rebuilding the Temple how will they know about its structure and its tools? Only by reading Maimonides. If in the future Moses and the Messiah and the prophets and the Men of the Great Assembly and the great talmudists will depend on Maimonides’ judgments, we, who have nothing but our hope and expectation, should find it all the more fitting to use his judgments.’ ”

I looked at Mr. Jacob Stern in amazement. Usually when he listened to talk about our town he would add two or three stories, but now he sat in silence. Do not think that he was lacking something clever to say, for we heard that on his wedding day, when he was fourteen years old, he expounded on having completed a study of the entire Talmud, leaving all the great Torah scholars present speechless. He might have added that there was not a single book in the old beit midrash that he didn’t know almost by heart.

I looked at Mr. Jacob Stern. It was as if I had reported a dream about Spain rather than a story about our town. I thought back to what I had said, in case I had said something unworthy. I began to have some misgivings about the things I had told him, for how can one say that the writings of great scholars whose authority we accept are superfluous? Are their works superfluous because Maimonides had preceded them?

I began to doubt whether that scholar had said such a thing. It is true that he had set aside every other book in favor of those by Maimonides, even so it is impossible for a pious scholar to say such a thing about the great writers by whose authority we live.

I remembered reading something similar to what I quoted in the name of Rabbi Abraham David in a book by a kabbalist, but I couldn’t remember the kabbalist’s name or the title of his book, and even if I were to remember, what good would it do? Mr. Jacob Stern and other townspeople didn’t regard books of the Kabbalah as important, only a few individuals shut themselves into an innermost room and scrutinized kabbalistic books on the days of penitence between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.

I sat chastened, regretting everything that I had attributed to Rabbi Abraham David. Even though we shouldn’t confuse one thing with another, especially something unimportant with something profound, I’ll tell a story about our town because of its message.

There was a merry-maker in our town who was always happy, unlike most of those in his line of work who amuse others while they themselves are sad. Before he departed this earth a few of our townspeople went to visit him, only to find him sighing in distress. They asked him, “Are you in great pain?” He replied, “No I am not sighing in pain. I’m sighing because of all the unworthy jokes they will ascribe to me after my death and I will no longer be able to be amused by the people who tell them.” So you see, even comedians are troubled when unsavory jokes are ascribed to them, so how much more troubling is it when unworthy things are attributed to Torah scholars.

After having reprimanded myself I said to Mr. Jacob Stern, “I have only mentioned the works of Rabbi Abraham David to remember one of the great men of our town. In case it is said that when a great man makes an imperfect remark, we don’t discuss him in connection with that remark, I gave Mr. Stern a pretext to say something better about him.

Mr. Jacob Stern remained silent. Had I not known him so well I would have said that in shaking the dust of our town off his feet he shook our town away from his heart.

But he didn’t shake our town away from his heart. A man like Mr. Stern doesn’t do such a thing. Then why didn’t he speak? Then I remembered something that made me think.
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Two hundred or so years ago there was a great rabbi in our land who led a number of communities in Poland and in Germany. He wrote a major work on the tractates of the Talmud. All the great scholars praised his book. There was not a learned person who didn’t enjoy it.

Among the families descended from that sage was Mr. Jacob Stern’s paternal family. The scholars in his family would refer to that sage’s teachings in every passage of the Talmud they studied, the unlearned among them would regale each other with wonder tales about that sage. The women in the family would talk as they usually did, for example about matchmaking and journeys to celebrations such as weddings and circumcisions, about who had organized a wedding and what the bride had worn under the bridal canopy, and so on.

Our ancestors in previous generations would seek out prestigious family pedigrees, and there was no greater connection than that of Torah study. Two families were joined through marriage: Mr. Jacob Stern’s family and the family of Rabbi Abraham David, whose grandfather married one of the Stern family daughters. Rabbi Abraham David’s father was born to that couple.

The mother’s family decided that the child would be named after their learned grandparent and the baby’s father decided that he would be named after the learned Rabbi Jonathan Eibeschutz, who was his rabbi’s rabbi.

In the week the child was born the town’s rabbi, the learned Rabbi Zvi, died and they all agreed to call the newborn child after him. Because of the mourning for the rabbi they didn’t prepare a celebratory meal on the day of the circumcision. On the occasion of the redemption of the firstborn son they prepared a great feast to which every notable in town had been invited.

While the guests were happily discussing Torah a member of Mr. Jacob Stern’s family said, “We are sitting here among beloved words of Torah and particularly the words the infant’s father said when he made a charming speech about the event. However, I am surprised that he did not mention a single word by our grandparent the sage in his speech.”

Another responded, “That surprises me as well.” Another said, “Perhaps he does not have our grandfather’s book.” The father said, “I have it, I have it. I’ll show it to you right away.”

He jumped onto his ladder and brought down the sage’s book from the top of his bookcase. He wiped away the dust. At that moment they brought the child into the living room for him to hear words of Torah. The father, still holding the sage’s book, then placed it in the cradle, which he rocked while singing a lullaby to put the child to sleep. There are those who say that he was only thinking about his child, but others say that he tried to show that all that sage’s wisdom was no more important to him than the wisdom of an infant in its cradle. This was the start of a major controversy that didn’t end until the outbreak of the war and it still rocks the two families.

10

I looked at Mr. Jacob Stern. His head was resting on his chest and his shoulders were stooped. If we hadn’t known that the world is devoid of compassion I would say that it gave him the opportunity to linger here until he was able to return home. Or perhaps it was only playing with him to increase his suffering.

I was sorry I had made him sad by mentioning Rabbi Abraham David, because I recalled the event concerning Rabbi Abraham David’s grandfather who placed the sage’s book in an infant’s cradle, as if to say that the sage’s wisdom was no more important to him than an infant’s. I searched for something to appease Mr. Jacob Stern. A thousand things came to mind but I couldn’t settle on a single one. If it were something nice he would surely already know about it, and if it were not nice it isn’t nice to tell him about it.

Because I wanted to revive Mr. Jacob Stern I abandoned my pedantry to review some of the things I had thought about and said, “Perhaps Mr. Jacob Stern has not heard of this, so he may enjoy it.” Because one “perhaps” does not follow another I didn’t tell this or any other story about our town. Mr. Jacob Stern knows everyone in the town and in addition, as the town’s jokers say, their ancestors’ matchmakers’ matchmakers—so who am I to tell him about the people of our town?

I stopped talking about our town and its citizens and moved on to the people who had left it, meaning the people from there who had moved somewhere else, for the town was too poor to hold onto its citizens and some of them left to seek their livelihood elsewhere. And I, who generally don’t travel, discovered fellow townspeople in other places, perhaps even more than those who remained back home.

I closed my eyes and imagined cities and towns and I saw some of the people who had left our town and moved elsewhere, including merchants and shopkeepers, artisans, Torah scholars, academics working in university departments, some who deserved their positions, others who didn’t desire the positions they had attained, claiming that this generation is not worthy of being taught by them.

I told Mr. Jacob Stern about some of them, and also I pontificated about the difference between the Slavic lands and Germany. If a man does well living in Galicia, when he leaves he succeeds in everything he tries to do. I ceased talking about the Slavic countries in general and returned to our town in particular. People who were not thought highly of in our town made names for themselves out in the world once they left.

Glancing at him I saw that it was as if I had told him about Ethiopia and Crete and Libya and all the people of Arabia, rather than our own townspeople.

I considered asking him whether he would rather I didn’t speak. I didn’t ask him for two reasons: if you are uncertain whether he is listening why speak at all? Also, if you are a person who is not worth listening to, you might as well say, “What a terrible person for wasting time on you.”

So I neither asked him anything nor did I complain. On the contrary I defended him, for even if I were to make the entire world a branch of our town I wouldn’t have fulfilled my obligation to him, a man who wouldn’t leave his town even for the graves of two distinguished ancestors, but now that the war has forced him away from his town to another country why should he care about the ones scattered all over the world, having gone even when there was peace in the world! So what if they flourished? If you are able to do good, do it in your own town. That is one reason. Another reason is because the world is split, the rest of the world on one side, our town on the other, and the generations are split into those that preceded Mr. Jacob Stern and those that followed him. He has no desire to know anything about the world outside our town or about his successors, especially those who left our town. Still, both he and I left our town. I, to go to the Land of Israel, and he because of the war. But what made those who didn’t go to the Land of Israel or whose borders were not threatened by the war leave our town?
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I set aside the scattered remnant of our town, turning to the town itself and I told him something wonderful about it, something I was the first to discover, before anyone else.

I raised my hand in a meaningful gesture to prepare Mr. Jacob Stern and I paused until I had his attention. Then I looked benevolently at him and said, “Now, Mr. Stern, I’ll tell you something incredible. In his Responsa the Maharshal mentions our town. It is even more amazing that I hadn’t heard anything about this while I was still there. Is it possible that we don’t have the Maharshal’s book in our town? Certainly we had it, for I remember the commotion in the beit midrash because of the Maharshal’s reponsum to Rabbi Moses Isserlis. Ultimately, Mr. Stern, no one even mentioned something remarkable like this that the whole town should have been talking about.

Mr. Jacob Stern sat in silence.

I thought about what I had said and I realized that it might have sounded like, “You as well, Mr. Stern, even you didn’t know that that our town was mentioned in the Maharshal’s book, for if you had known wouldn’t you have told me?”

I regretted having annoyed a fellow townsman who had a life-long devotion to our town and perhaps he loved it even more than his life. This may be a conjecture rather than a certainty because for all the years he had lived in our town he was happy and light-hearted but since leaving it he seemed to have become lifeless.

I changed the subject to disregard my implication that there was something about our town that he didn’t know. I am very, very careful to respect elderly people whose memories are their dignity.

I said to him, “Since I mentioned the Maharshal let me tell you something about him. In his travel book Rabbi Ĥida related that among the scholars of Tunis he discovered some who were very clever and immersed in the Maharshal’s writings which they greatly admired. One Yom Kippur Eve they were arguing about something the Maharshal had said until the time came for the pre-fast meal but because of their absorption in study they had forgotten to buy anything to eat.”

I have to repeat something I have already said. I couldn’t tell whether Mr. Jacob Stern was listening, or if he was listening whether he was paying attention, but if he was paying attention he said nothing. It was not for my own sake that I mentioned all this, as if I were commending myself for having told him something good even though he didn’t reply. It was for his sake that I mentioned all this although he still says nothing despite having heard.

I thought he might have dropped off as sometimes happens when elderly people doze off while seated. I waited for him to wake up by himself and say, “I did not fall asleep,” like an old man says when he wakes up after nodding off. Since he remained silent I realized that he was still asleep.

I glanced at him. His eyes were closed, his lids a strange color, his shoulders stooped and his hat was on his head. When did he cover his head? When he arrived he took off his hat and rested in on his knees. I could only assume that when I mentioned Maimonides he covered his head, or perhaps when I referred to the book by his grandfather the sage.

I return to the color of his eyes. When I looked at him again his color was like that of shards of buried clay that had been in the ground for so long that they had taken on a hue similar to that of old silver and dust.I studied that color again. Perhaps I have already defined it but I wasn’t sure of my definition. I like certainty and not something that resembles something else.

I was like someone quarrying in graves, but they dig up clay and say something about it, something suitable for the time, whatever comes to mind. There is no one to contradict them because the dead can’t contradict the living, but I am dealing with the living, and there’s no life without truth or truth without accuracy. Now you can understand my sadness because I see but I don’t know what I’m seeing. So I peered at him again.

Peer as I might, I saw nothing of him. What does this mean, that I saw nothing of him? Because his sorrow had erased him only his sorrow could be seen.

I clothed this sorrow in skin and bone and flesh and sinews and found words in my mouth that I didn’t say, I said them in my mind, not quite aloud. He and his father’s and mother’s families had been rooted in our town for ten generations, then the war came suddenly and forced him out of his town, he wandered through the world, while he and the world were strangers to each other, and I sit and tell him things about the world, that even the directions we turn to while praying are different from those of our town.
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I set aside the entire world and everything that happens in it, and tried to return to the events of our town. I recalled my notebooks, booklets and notepads in which I had written about our town. Apart from my major book about garments I have been dealing with the history of our town and I write down everything I find out about it in books, in addition to what old people tell me. Now that Mr. Jacob Stern has come by I’ll tell him something about the learned men of our town from what I have discovered about them in the books, for the glory of the learned is their wisdom and they are their cities’ glory. Before saying anything I wondered whether it was worthwhile trying to comfort the old man, for what kind of comfort is it for him that one of the learned men from our town was mentioned in a book? While Mr. Jacob Stern respects books like all Jews, he considers our town’s power to be greater than that of any book. If he refers to a book in which our town is mentioned it is only to stress that the importance of the book is in the mention of our town.

So I set aside the learned men mentioned in books and moved on to our town itself, to its living soul, the Strypa River, which invigorated us every year from the eve of Shavuot in the spring to September, and some people bathed in the river even on the eve of Rosh Hashanah. You may wonder why I call the river the very soul of our town for the soul of any town is its synagogues and study halls, but while Torah purifies the soul water purifies the body.

I said to Mr. Stern, “I have heard it said that the course of our Strypa has changed because they diverted the river. Please, Mr. Stern, tell me when did this happen and why did they alter the river’s course and where did they do this? Whenever I think of our town I imagine that nothing has changed there since the six days of creation.”

I didn’t wait for Mr. Stern to answer my questions but added, “I am surprised at you Mr. Stern, that you have never told me about this. Had no one quoted you I would be none the wiser. I see, Mr. Stern, that you still have something to say that is worth hearing.”

Mr. Stern wrinkled his high forehead as if he were trying to remember something, but couldn’t.

I looked at him, expecting him to say something but he said nothing. I glanced at his forehead, for a man’s thoughts are impressed on his forehead and even if he were to hide his thoughts his forehead would reveal them, for a man’s forehead is like the curve of the sky, revealing what he is thinking. I noticed that his forehead had grown larger and his wrinkles were more pronounced, like a writer’s quills that are no longer in use. Mr. Stern had told me that there was a ritual scribe, a writer of Torah scrolls, in our town who assiduously made sure that every letter, each jot and tittle, was correct. If he made an error in writing a letter in a scroll he would lay down the quill and never use it again. Finally he had a heap of quills that took on a kind of bluish grayish color. I could see this color between the wrinkles on Mr. Jacob Stern’s forehead but the bluish shade was absorbed into the grayish one just as outlines blur when one color is merged into another.
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I remembered that when I was a boy he and I would stroll in our town, a thick cigar in his mouth, its smoke billowing while he walked and told stories. His small eyes would rest gently in their sockets, for he did have small eyes. Or perhaps they were not small but seemed to have grown smaller like a person’s eyes dwindle when he smiles. As I remembered him with a cigar in his mouth I also remembered that fiery eye gleaming within the cigar’s ash that I imagined was leading me and I was following it. This can’t be, for if it didn’t exist how could it have led me?

I abandon this thinking because I hate analysis and prefer simplicity. Yet a man can’t be left with nothing, in spite of himself he is positive that something is so, even while knowing that it is not, meaning that knowledge and the negation of it exist at the same time.

The knowledge and its negation told me that if Mr. Stern had put a cigar into his mouth his spirits would have lifted, his memory would be refreshed and he would tell those lovely stories that revive the soul, but a world war is raging, causing shops to have no cigars, not even imitations of the counterfeits. The war has not only damaged the food for the soul, but those trivial things created for mankind’s pleasure. If you want a cigar you won’t find one. When this war wants to kill, it kills, and when it doesn’t want to kill it robs us of the joy of life. All his life Mr. Jacob Stern enjoyed good cigars but war came and tore every cigar from his mouth.

I tried to drive away sad thoughts of the cigar and returned to the stories of our town. In order to populate my story I summoned some of our town’s best and most important citizens and supplied them with time and place, meaning that I determined their time and place, exactly where everything occurred. I didn’t want them to be like those naked souls wandering in the world without any idea of their time or place.

I raised my hand to ask Mr. Jacob Stern a question, “Do you perhaps remember that when I was in our town during the seven days of mourning for my father and teacher of blessed memory, the town’s scholars came to comfort me? One of them, a Torah scholar and a man of worldly learning said to me, ‘I’ve heard that a Hebrew high school has been established in Jaffa.’ ‘Indeed we teach history in Hebrew and Kalman Schulman has already written a world history book in Hebrew.’ ‘What do you do with the rest of the subjects?’ Now, Mr. Stern, I have heard it said that once the war is over we shall establish a university in Jerusalem. Who would have thought that we would see the day when they would consider establishing a university in Jerusalem?”

Animatedly I added, “If they build a university in Jerusalem it is to be expected that they will want lectures in Hebrew, for if not in Hebrew which language would they use for lectures? Every Jewish community has a share in Jerusalem but from the day we were exiled from our land each and every community speaks a different language and if it were not for Hebrew no Jew would understand his brother’s language. Lectures will be held in Hebrew. All the students graduating from the Hebrew University in Jerusalem will know Hebrew, among them doctors, and naturally they will become used to writing prescriptions in Hebrew because even the pharmacists will know Hebrew. Is there a better vision than this in all the world? Even though it is as lovely as a good dream it may not necessarily fade away like a dream.”

My eyes filled with tears because I dreamt that I had seen my father, my teacher. I greeted him but he didn’t return my greeting because he was in mourning. I asked him, “Father, who are you mourning?” He said, “You, my son, I mourn for you.” I said to him, “This mourning is over. Even I have forgotten when I died.” He replied in amazement, “Over? If this is so, we are allowed to study Torah.” He stretched his hand towards the bookcase and took down a volume of Maimonides’ code of law. I thought (not in a dream but awake while I was sitting in Mr. Lublin’s store), “If this is the case the day hasn’t been wasted. I’ll study one or two laws from Maimonides’ book.”

I glanced at the calendar hanging on the wall and noticed that it was the eve of Yom Kippur and today I’m debating with the sharp scholars immersed in something the Maharshal had written. Meanwhile the time had come for the last meal before the fast and I had forgotten to prepare anything to eat because of my immersion in the Maharshal’s book.

I glanced at Mr. Jacob Stern through my tears. It seemed that all that was left of him was what was lacking, meaning his usual cigar. This alone was felt, meaning that its absence was felt.

Because our understanding changes with every hour I changed my mind about the market and the cigars. It is true that there is not a cigar left in the market but another truth said some shopkeepers have everything the heart desires provided they weigh their merchandise with silver and gold.

I have no silver or gold and I don’t know any shopkeepers who have everything. Even if I did know who they were and I did have silver and gold it is the Sabbath eve and by the time I go to buy a cigar for Mr. Jacob Stern the Sabbath will have come in and he will not have enough time to put the cigar into his mouth and I will have made him think of smoking when smoking is forbidden.

I stopped thinking about the cigar because it was the Sabbath and I said to Mr. Jacob Stern, “Mr. Lublin is delayed and won’t return and I haven’t managed to buy what I need for the Sabbath and I’ll suffer the same fate as that of those sharp and learned scholars on the eve of Yom Kippur who were so immersed in their studies that they forgot to buy food for the final meal before the fast. The circumstances are the same but the reasons are different.”

I was deeply troubled so I stopped thinking about time and I began again to tell stories about our town which is blessed with stories. People like us can talk about our town all week long and not complete our telling.

Mr. Jacob Stern and I sat together without being disturbed. As you know, Mr. Lublin conducts his business on the telephone but when he went out he disconnected it to prevent longwinded callers from annoying me. I don’t remember whether I have already said this. If not I am telling you now so that you shouldn’t be surprised that two people sit in the office of a major company in the great city of Leipzig and no one comes in. This means Mr. Lublin’s assistants. He has two assistants, one is a warehouseman and the other, a store manager. The warehouseman, whose name is Schwanke, sits in the warehouse and doesn’t enter the store unless Lemke, the store manager, calls him. Lemke lives in the courtyard behind the store and every time his employer needs him he goes into the yard with his cane and bangs on Lemke’s window and Lemke opens the window and says “Yes sir, I’ll come right away.” I think I have explained why no one obstructed us while Mr. Jacob Stern and I were sitting in Mr. Lublin’s store in the heart of the city of Leipzig after Mr. Lublin left me in his store because of his business in the city.

So Mr. Jacob Stern and I sat together and we told stories about our town. We left out nothing that had happened there. Actually I was the only one who spoke and he remained silent but because he had inspired me I say “we told” in the plural.

Even though I spoke and he sat in silence I was brave enough to ask him something that had been bothering me since the last time I had been in our town. Since that time I had thought about it constantly and it gnawed at me and now that Mr. Stern and I were sitting alone I found the courage to ask him.
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I said, “Mr. Stern, I have a question. Would you be kind enough to answer me? When I went to our town to prostrate myself on the graves of my ancestors some of our townspeople accompanied me. Our townsmen never lose an opportunity to visit graves. After we had walked among the new graves we went to the old cemetery. We reached a place that was overrun with trees and bushes and I found an old gravestone with the engraving, ‘the righteous sage,’ and so on. I asked the people who had come with me, ‘Who is this righteous sage?’ They didn’t know. I said to them, ‘A great man is buried in our town but you don’t know anything about him.’ One of them answered, ‘There was a certain Jacob Stern who had expert knowledge of our town and knew everyone, living and dead, and if he were here he would tell us who this righteous man is.’ Another replied, ‘If Jacob Stern had known that you were about to come here he would have tried to stay alive for another three or four days to tell you all about our town.’ Please, Mr. Stern, what do you think about this?”

Mr. Jacob Stern’s face reflected his sorrow. I wondered why he was so mournful, is it because he didn’t know that I was about to visit the town, or is it because he understood from my words where he is in the world. I didn’t repeat my question because of his sadness but it showed on my face. If Mr. Jacob Stern had raised his eyes and looked at me he would have seen my question on my face.

I glanced at him to see if he saw it on my face but his eyes were squeezed shut and the lines on his forehead were the color of the earth. I was afraid that he would sense that I was seeing what I was seeing and that would distress him, but I didn’t have the strength to change the expression on my face. I thought I’ll leave him alone for a while to change my expression, for a change of place brings a change of face. I said to him, “The day is ending and the company’s director is still away and I haven’t prepared food for the Sabbath. I’ll go and call Lemke to come and sit in the store.”

I stood up and took Mr. Lublin’s cane that he uses to bang on Lemke’s window and I said to Mr. Jacob Stern, “I’ll go and call Mr. Lublin’s storeman.” As I got up to go Mr. Lublin’s assistant came in.

I was relieved and said to Mr. Jacob Stern, “Lemke is coming and we don’t have to mind the store any longer. We can go anywhere we want to. How did they say in our town ‘If you had to wait you did not wait in vain.’ ” As I was talking to Mr. Stern he vanished.

I turned around, astounded. Where did he go? He couldn’t possibly be in the city, for what would he do in this strange city on the Holy Sabbath? He couldn’t have returned to our town, for a man like him does not turn the Sabbath into a weekday and travel such a long way, because Leipzig is seven hundred miles from our town. He couldn’t have invoked a temporary violation of the law to return to his ancestors, for what would he reply to them when they ask him where he had come from? Here, in these places people still honor a lie, but where our ancestors are the lie has lost its charm.


On the Arrangement of the Book

In Mr. Lublin’s Store consists of eight chapters. The first four chapters and the last chapter were published during my late father’s lifetime and chapters five, six and seven, which are about half the book, are presented here for the first time.

The first and second chapters were published in the literary supplement to the Ha’aretz newspaper. Chapter 1 appeared on the eve of Passover [March 27], 1964, and Chapter 2 was published in two installments during Passover [April 4 and 10], 1966. Chapter 3 entitled “Chapters of a Story” appeared in the journal Keshet 9:1 in Fall 1966. Chapter 4 entitled “The Third Shopkeeper” was published in the yearbook of the Hebrew Writers’ Association, the journal Literature, Criticism and Thought (Me’asef: Divrei Sifrut Bikoret veHagut), vol. 7 (1967). “The Last Chapter,” had previously been published in that same yearbook, Literature, Criticism and Thought, vol. 4 (1964).

The chapters that appeared in print indicated that these were parts of a major and far-reaching work. In my father’s archive there were four large boxes which contained manuscripts connected to this book. The boxes also contained many drafts of material that had already been published, chapters already published in which there were new corrections in his handwriting, and chapters and fragments of chapters that hadn’t yet been published, some of them from an earlier period and others my father had written during the last years of his life.

By selecting the material and joining sections together I constructed the chapters that appear between Chapter 4 and “The Last Chapter.” I was very familiar with Chapter 5, about the fourth shop, having copied it more than once during my father’s lifetime because my father amended and changed it after each copy. I found the last copy of this chapter in two versions. My father wrote on one of them, “Incomplete and not exact, Sabbath Eve, Balak, [July 12] 1968.” On the second version he wrote “The fourth shop is mostly copied but it lacks an ending.” He added corrections and additions to each copy. I merged all the corrections and additions in the two versions and I realized from the words “lacking an ending” that the chapter needed to be completed. I completed it according to an earlier version and with the help of sections I found in the handwritten manuscripts.

I constructed Chapters 6 and 7 from sections I found in the four boxes I have mentioned. In Chapter 6 there are traces of an earlier version that had been changed and extended. Odd pages, typewritten by my late mother, were interleaved with some of the sections in the manuscript.

Chapter 7 is entirely constituted of individual sections. Some of them were in the boxes and others were in files. The visit to the theater was in a separate file and the dinner in Glückstock’s restaurant was in two other files. The story of the dream about the three horsemen who came to take the narrator to Charlemagne’s camp was also in a separate file. I completed this story with a few pages I found outside the folder. Incidentally, in the story of the dream on page 196 there is this passage, “I looked up to heaven and blessed God for giving a portion of His goodness to a king of flesh and blood.” The language of the blessing according to Berakhot 58a is “Blessed is He who gave of His honor to a king of flesh and blood,” but one must remember that this all happens in a dream.

I couldn’t see where “The Last Chapter” fit in until I found a few pages of a draft that constitute the link between the dream about Charlemagne and the last chapter.

I found the material for the preface of the book written on two individual pages of the kind my father used during the last two years of his life.

Mr. Gershom Schocken, who read the manuscript, commented that the event recounted on page 108 about the Jews who came to welcome Frederick King of Prussia did not occur in Silesia but its source is in an event that took place in a small town in the district of Netze on the Vistula River which was attached to Prussia after the first partition of Poland in 1772.

Since we have not been fortunate enough to have my father edit his book I did the best I could with what I had, without correcting, changing or adding anything.

—Emuna Yaron

Emunah Agnon Yaron (1921-2015), daughter of S. Y. Agnon, aided her father as an assistant, secretary and posthumous literary executor. Following his death in 1970 she was responsible for the publication of an additional fourteen volumes of his writings. These were collections of published material that had not been organized in book form, as well as preparing volumes from his works left in manuscript, along with selections of his correspondence and his anthologies of rabbinic source material (in which she was aided by her late husband, Mr. Chaim Yaron). In Mr. Lublin’s Store appeared in Hebrew in 1975, the third book she issued following the Nobel laureate’s death. In 2005 Mrs. Yaron published her memoirs as Perakim MiĤay’yi (Schocken Publishing House), whose appendix contains a number of her own works of short fiction.


Afterword by Haim Be’er

The Conspicuous Absence of the Jewish Bookshelf – The Key to Unlocking
In Mr. Lublin’s Store

EVEN TODAY, MORE THAN FOUR DECADES SINCE IN MR. LUBLIN’S STORE WAS PUBLISHED from S.Y. Agnon’s archives, a cloud of ambiguity still hovers over the novel. Readers were enchanted by the dozens of vividly drawn, colorful characters that populate the story—Jews and Germans, men and women, young and old from all social strata, thrown together by the narrator in a tale set during his World War I sojourn in Leipzig. Yet no direct answer is ever provided to the question of what Agnon intended as the central theme of this work. Had he lived to bring it to completion under his own hand, what would have been the axle around which the various chapters would have spun? What would be the message of those chapters he published in his lifetime and those arranged by his daughter Emuna Yaron from his archives, as well as the presumed material he never drafted before his death in 1970. How would the pieces of this unfinished novel been organized into one holistic and cohesive work of prose had Agnon lived to do complete it?

A satisfactory answer to this question can be suggested by reading In Mr. Lublin’s Store alongside Agnon’s novella To This Day (translated by Hillel Halkin for The Toby Press, 2009; in Hebrew as Ad Henah, 1952). The two works share more than a casual connection: Both take place in Leipzig—in whole or in part—the city that was the undisputed capital of the Jewish and Hebrew “Republic of Letters,” a literary-cultural locus that existed as an independent fiefdom within the larger center of German letters. In both books the conspicuous absence of the “Jewish Bookshelf” is matched by its simultaneous haunting presence. Here we use the metaphor of the Jewish Bookshelf in its contemporary Israeli sense of the living connection of the Jewish people with the cultural, literary treasures that generated Jewish tradition and heritage for generations. In that regard, these novels, which richly explore ways in which Jews struggled (sometimes unsuccessfully) to maintain a cultural and national identity despite the vicissitudes of the Exile, recall Heine’s evocative description of our “portable homeland” in the text. In both of these works we encounter the express desire to embrace the full experience of this “bookshelf,” but a desire that cannot be fulfilled on account of the chasm between desire and action.

In To This Day the “conspicuous absence” of the Jewish Bookshelf is embodied in the valuable library of the late Dr. Levi, two book-filled rooms, secured behind the locked doors of his abandoned house in Grimma, a town about 25 kilometers southeast of Leipzig. This library is inaccessible to all who might make use of it. The narrator, a projection of Agnon himself into his story, a figure identical to our narrator in In Mr. Lublin’s Store, pines away for Levi’s collection of books, and makes two excursions to Grimma in the hope of rescuing the library from impending war-time danger. However, he does not fully and sincerely exert himself on behalf of his mission, his journeys ending fruitlessly. Only through some miraculous turn of the plot is the library salvaged and reconstituted in Jerusalem, in the narrator’s newly built home, where place awaits Levi’s books.

Judging by this model, from the fragments that formed the chapters of In Mr. Lublin’s Store, we glimpse the narrator, standing at the center of the novel, drawn toward the fullness of experience embodied by a missing Jewish Bookshelf. As in To This Day, he pursues it from Berlin to Leipzig, and in both books the reader quickly discovers that the narrator, despite explicit statements to the contrary, takes no action to fulfill his stated desires.

The conspicuous absence of the Jewish Bookshelf is multiplied, and appears twice in In Mr. Lublin’s Store—two separate incidences that come together only at the end of “The Last Chapter.”

We first encounter the theme in the narrator’s unfulfilled desire to study Torah with Rabbi Jonathan, a Russian-born Torah scholar, who found his way to Leipzig, serving as the rabbi of the Orthodox community of Galician, Polish, Lithuanian, and Romanian Jewish ex-patriots who had gathered in Leipzig under the communal name “Kahal Yeraim.” On behalf of this opportunity to learn with Rabbi Jonathan, a master of the Talmud, the narrator abandons working on his magnum opus on the history of clothing, at which he had been toiling many long days, decamps from Berlin and relocates to Leipzig, where he hopes to “run through the Gemara” with the rabbi whenever time permits the scholar a break from his rabbinic duties. However, at their very first planned meeting, their joint study is thwarted on account of some inconsequential matter: “I thought, I’ll go and see Rabbi Jonathan. After all, it was because of him that I had come to Leipzig. On the way I changed my mind and thought that I would rather look around the city because even when I was a child I had heard people talk about it. I roamed the city, the markets and the streets.” The attentive ear will hear the biblical echoes of Song of Songs: “I must rise and roam the city, through the streets and through the squares… I met the watchmen who roam the city: ‘Have you seen the one I love?’” (3:3) and “I met the watchmen who roam the city; they struck me, they bruised me, the guards of the walls stripped me of my mantle” (5:7). The reader sensitive to these intertextualities will understand that the narrator is revealing a hint to that which is in store: one who comes to Leipzig to pursue his love of Torah will not achieve his heart’s desire, like the biblical lover who “sought the one I love—I sought, but found him not” (3:1).

Despite repeated attempts to meet with Rabbi Jonathan, they never actually manage to study Torah together, their ongoing encounters being one long string of missed opportunities.

The first time readers encounter the narrator in Rabbi Jonathan’s company in Leipzig takes place on a Friday afternoon, the eve of the Sabbath, and one should be mindful of the timing of this meeting, surely not coincidental and one to which we will soon return. He accompanies Rabbi Jonathan to the shop of a knife sharpener, to retrieve a blade used in kosher slaughter from the craftsman who was restoring its fine edge. The rabbi invites our narrator to return home with him, where a woman arrives before any Torah study can take place to ask the rabbi for his assistance with a knotty problem of Jewish law. “He went with her into the library but left the door open since he was alone with her.” Having concluded his conversation with the woman, Rabbi Jonathan invites his guest into the library, but instead of engaging the holy texts, he relates the problem that the woman had brought before him. “We went into the library. He motioned to me to sit down in his chair and he leaned against the bookcase. While I was sitting and he standing he began to tell the story.” The story having concluded, Rabbi Jonathan, symbolically propped up against his unopened bookcase, considers why he had not consulted his books until then, whereupon the narrator adds, “I left Rabbi Jonathan and went home to prepare the Sabbath meal.”

The inability to actualize the desire to study Torah is repeated time and again throughout the novel. “In the evening I went to see Rabbi Jonathan,” says the narrator. “We spoke about the things people like us speak about. Among other things I said to him, ‘I have heard that you made a joke…’” Those nights, which the Sages say were created for the sole purpose of Torah study (Eruvin 65a), pass between the two would-be study partners in idle chatter (even if it takes place under the guise of study), as the narrator reports, “Every day people come to argue before Rabbi Jonathan so that he has no time to study the Gemara with me. In the evenings when there are no cases we sit together, drink tea and talk about Torah and the deeds of the sages. He tells me some of the agreeable things and appealing stories he has heard from members of his congregation who come to his home for the melaveh malkah meal at the end of the Sabbath.” (And all this in stark contrast to the Christian, Jakob Weinwurzel, whose “eyes are red from reading too much, even though he reads only at night and only the Bible, in which the Lord lets men know what he wants from them.”) On another occasion, he recalls:

I arrived at Rabbi Jonathan’s house and found him stretched out on the sofa, resting from the day’s work. All day he had been in the slaughterhouse in Halle where they had slaughtered an animal for the Sabbath…. Because of Rabbi Jonathan’s fatigue we did not study. But he got up from the sofa and his wife brought tea and cakes and we sat and ate and drank while talking about the Torah and while he told us about the things he had learned from his rabbis and from the rabbis who had ordained him. He talked and I listened. We sat until after midnight. He talked and I listened. It would have been best had we been able to study, for that is why I came to Leipzig, but a man does not always do what is best, particularly when there is a world war. At such times a man acts not according to his own will but the will of others who are also doing others’ bidding and what others have ordered them to do. This was not the only evening we hadn’t studied, but on other days and evenings as well, because even though we sat down together we couldn’t study. The war brought many cases and litigants who prevented our studying, making their arguments during the day and settling their cases at night.

The tale of missed opportunities is summarized by the narrator in these words:

What is my heart’s desire? I think I recognize a little of it. In part it is to return to my studies because living in Berlin and doing the research into clothing made me abandon my study of the Talmud and the Talmud abandoned me. I did something else and relinquished both of them at the same time, I set aside the book about clothing, I left Berlin and went to Leipzig, where I counted on Rabbi Jonathan to study with me. But Rabbi Jonathan was busy with litigants and with running the school so we couldn’t study together. Therefore I have time to myself, and can do what time demands and the hour brings. I wander around the center of Leipzig like the kind of people time regards as unimportant and I gaze at everything I come across and every shop window that shows itself off to me.

His pained disappointment, at the rabbi who burdened him with his own troubles, and at the unachieved goal for which he had travelled to Leipzig, is encapsulated by the narrator when he says: “If I were to summarize all the pages I have studied in Leipzig the ‘angel who protects pages’ [Shomer Dapin] wouldn’t be satisfied, but I still didn’t abandon my hope for a page of Gemara.” This mysterious guardian of pages which Agnon mentions is none other than one of the marauding angels who stand ready to punish scholars negligent in showing proper respect for holy books, those who turn their backs on their books and their learning, as described by the 17th century commentary of R. Shabtai Cohen, the Shakh, on Yoreh De’ah 277:1, “The scholars of the Kabbalah are aware of the angel Sh.D., that is Shomer Dapin, who causes one that leaves a book or scroll open when exiting the room to forget all of his learning.” If truly diligent scholars momentarily abandon their study, this demonic angel gets his fill by wiping their memories. When it comes to punishing our narrator there is nary any learning which can be erased, as he woefully admits about himself, and Shomer Dapin is also left empty-handed.

The conspicuous absence of the Jewish Bookshelf in World War I Leipzig is embodied not only in the narrator’s ongoing distance from books and learning, as he states, “I returned to my room and opened the Talmud but it didn’t respond to me or if it did respond it didn’t do so willingly. I had deserted it for days and it deserted me twice over” (following Yerushalmi Berakhot 14:4), but in the person of Rabbi Jonathan as well. And in Rabbi Jonathan the absence is doubly present: On one hand, his home contains a room filled with books, overflowing shelves which the best set designer could not have conjured for the scene, yet we do not witness him studying from those books even once throughout the entire novel. On the other hand, despite his many distractions and preoccupations, he is at work composing a book of his own, and it is this book that points to the absence of the larger cultural bookshelf and engagement with learning more than anything else. “Rabbi Jonathan is a scholar and a virtuous man. He tries to teach through [writing] a book,” reports the narrator, who ironically adds, “This seems strange. A man lives in a city in which there are Jews and books and he sees that the Jews are disconnected from their holy books so why should another book be written? But Rabbi Jonathan says, ‘The wisdom in all the books is greater than what the generation needs. A book written for the generation that needs it is therefore tedious to create and to give to the generation.’”

Agnon based the character of Rabbi Jonathan on Rabbi David Feldmann, who was born in 1884 in Talna, in today’s Ukraine, and served as the rabbi of the Ahawas Thorah Synagogue and of the greater Orthodox community in Leipzig, the Adat Yeraim Maĥazikei HaDat, between 1910-1933. He passed away in 1955 in Manchester, England, where he had been a rabbi since departing Germany. In the period that Agnon interacted with him in Leipzig he was at work on two works of rabbinic scholarship, Ir David, a popular commentary on the Kitzur Shulĥan Arukh of R. Shlomo Ganzfried, and Shiurei HaMitzvah, on weights and measures in halakhic literature. These two works were published in Leipzig in 1924, about six years after Agnon’s sojourn in Feldmann’s city.
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The second “appearance” of the Jewish Bookshelf’s absence in the novel occurs in Mr. Lublin’s large store—a store devoid of anything even resembling a book—which serves as the exclusive stage for the entire action of the book by the same title. (All other events taking place in the novel are being communicated from within the store through the narrator’s flashback descriptions or surrealistic flights of imagination.) Having taken upon himself the task of watching Mr. Lublin’s empty store, the narrator is caught in the unsettling predicament of having nothing to read: “The main thing is that [a] book would have helped me to pass the time, because here in Mr. Lublin’s store there are no books apart from the telephone directory, a map of the campaigns of the war and a railway timetable. If I were to add to them a catalog of the housewares on sale in Mr. Lublin’s store, this would be Mr. Lublin’s entire library.” The story begins on one of the shortest Fridays of the winter, at an hour that the narrator, who had been on his way to buy Sabbath provisions and to visit the bathhouse, happens to stop in for a courtesy call at the store of his benefactor, Mr. Lublin. He is immediately caught in a situation from which he cannot extricate himself. “It so happened that Mr. Lublin had to go away on business and he didn’t have anyone to look after the store, and stores are not usually closed in the middle of the day. I said to him, ‘I’ll sit in the store until you return.’ Mr. Lublin left me in the store and went off on his business.”

From these opening lines, our tale unwinds over a set span of time—no more than three or four hours at most. In the world of observant Jews, Friday afternoon, especially in the winter when sunset arrives early and with it the onset of the Sabbath, is fraught with anxiety and hustle and bustle. The narrator, who has been interrupted from his Sabbath preparations by Mr. Lublin, is forced to suppress his natural, feverish anxiety, exchanging it for a variety of prosaic concerns to distract himself from the imposed idleness, and turns his attention to his surroundings, as we shall see.

Agnon loved depicting the liminal space, standing at a threshold, at twilight, Sabbath eve late in the afternoon, periods which mark lack of clarity, blurring of boundaries, the appearance of new opportunities and new dangers. It is sufficient to mention the first chapter of A Guest for the Night, the stories in the collection Sefer HaMa’asim, and certainly the opening lines of the enigmatic story “First Kiss”: “Friday afternoon; Sabbath eve. Father was out of town on business and had left me alone, like a kind of watchman, to take care of the store.” In that story, as well as in this novel, events unfold in the transitional moments before the arrival of the Sabbath, both are set in a store whose owner has left, leaving a narrator alone to guard the shop with no sense of when father (or a father-figure) will return to release him from the duty imposed on him, one which interrupted the normal flow of his life.

In our novel Mr. Lublin interrupts the narrator from his planned schedule, from activities on which he had placed great importance. That particular Friday, 20th of Tevet in the Hebrew calendar, was the anniversary of the death of Maimonides. The narrator was accustomed to follow a specific study ritual on that day: “From the time that I first resolved to do so,” reveals the narrator, “I usually divide the anniversary of the death of our late Master Maimonides into three, a third for studying his code of law, a third for his Mishnah commentary and a third for his book, A Guide of the Perplexed and the rest of his essays about the soul and the body. Usually on the evening of 20th of Tevet, the anniversary of the passing of the late Maimonides, I place his books on my desk. As I do every year, I did the same that year, I arranged my desk and placed some books by our late Master on it, and I sat over them until it was time for bed because I hoped to learn the next day what I hadn’t learned in the night.”

Agnon had ascribed this very same practice to Reb Shlomo Horowitz, tragic hero of his novella “Two Scholars Who Were in Our Town”: “That day happened to be the twentieth day of the Jewish month of Tevet, and it was the sage Reb Shlomo’s practice to devote that whole day to the works of Maimonides inasmuch as it was the anniversary of the death of Maimonides, of blessed memory, and in the evening he would share any new insights that he had gleaned from his studies.” But in that story as well as in ours the desired study of Maimonides’ writings is never achieved. The great scholar Reb Shlomo had spent the freezing cold day trudging to visit the widow and orphans of his beloved rival Reb Moshe Pinchas, and was left unable to devote himself to this once-a-year study day: “Due to the onslaught of visitors, [Reb Shlomo] had not had a chance that day to study and at any rate had not gleaned any new insights. And when the town leaders arrived and with them the great scholars, he told them, ‘Today is the anniversary of the death of Maimonides, of blessed memory, and it would be fitting for us to speak about him, but because of the infirmity of my body I have not studied today.’” Without stating so explicitly, Agnon hints to us between the lines that this 20th of Tevet will be Reb Shlomo’s last. In a world where Torah study is central, even inadvertent absence of the experience carries with it mortal peril—as we will witness before our narrator leaves Mr. Lublin’s store, although in an unexpected way.

As previously mentioned, Mr. Lublin’s store is devoid of any books:

So I sit in Mr. Lublin’s store where there is not even a fragment of Hebrew writing and needless to say no book by the late Master Maimonides. I thought, today is Maimonides’ memorial day and I’m sitting alone with nothing but the memory of his name. I was like the villager who set out to go to the city on the eve of Yom Kippur to pray together with the community, but lost his way and reached a desert. He didn’t have the weekly prayerbook with him or the one for the High Holy Days but only the memory of the day. The ĥasidim do right by making the commemoration of their rabbis’ death a day of joy and drinking. What shall I do on Maimonides’ memorial day? Should I pour myself a glass of cognac? Maimonides, of blessed memory, condemns the drinking of intoxicating beverages.

With no other options, and in the absence of any books—that same “conspicuous absence” which serves as the central theme of the story—the narrator distracts himself from his original plan, turning his attention to things his circumstances present before him at that moment: “I didn’t know what to do so I stood up and paced about. The walls restricted my steps so I opened a window to extend my space from the outside. I can’t say that the world outside is more beautiful than the world inside, but the spirit longs for breadth. If it is wise it escapes from itself to itself, if not it is tossed from place to place without getting anywhere.” Instead of turning inward through study, to the depths of Jewish existence, the narrator turns his gaze outward to the non-Jewish surroundings, to a foreign, constricting, gentile world, in which the Jews—to their detriment—have found themselves caught. The narrative, which takes shape over chapters 3 through 5, becomes the province of the craftsmen in the old shops in the courtyard of Böttcher Street, Mr. Lublin’s four tenants. Through the microcosm of these multifaceted and contrasting characters, Agnon succeeds in penetrating the mysteries of the German psyche, exposing the darkness lurking in its depths.

In all cases, the narrator’s gaze which had until this point encircled Mr. Lublin’s store and surrounding shops like a radar beam, surveying the three-dimensional space of human existence around him, revealing the secrets of the Teutonic soul, is suddenly frozen by the arrival of Mr. Jacob Stern. The startling entrance of this old acquaintance from his youth, a notable citizen of his hometown in Galicia, arrests the wandering movements of his imagination, and launches him into a mental time-travel, back to the Old Home, der alter heim of Buczacz. (Although the town is never explicitly named, readers of Agnon will immediately recognize it as the author’s birthplace in eastern Galicia, located in today’s western Ukraine.) The arrival of Stern in the “Last Chapter”—whose tone so obviously connects it to the genre of surrealistic stories of the Sefer HaMa’asim—instantly revives the distant past as more than mere nostalgic memory: “I was so happy to see him that I didn’t take the bad years into account, as if there were still peace in the world and he and I live in our town and stroll together, as kind to the city as the city is kind to us.” Not only is the past resurrected but the library of books conspicuously absent from Mr. Lublin’s store take their place once again at the centerstage of our tale: “In those days [of old] I was among those studying in the old beit midrash, which was still filled with books like all the good study houses. Since I was the only one left of all the students in the study house I felt that the books had been written for me alone and I had to read them all. I divided my days into three parts, one third to Talmud, one third to the rabbinic legal codes and a third to the rest of the books.” Clearly, it is no coincidence that the character, whose entrance in the final chapter of the story disrupts the whole narrative, is named “Jacob Stern”—a name which brings to mind the verse, “A star rises from Jacob, and a scepter comes forth from Israel” (Numbers 24:17; Jacob being a metonym for the Jewish people, “Stern” being German for star), on which the Sages comment: “Israel declared before the Holy One blessed be He, ‘Master of the World, how long shall we be oppressed at his [the non-Jewish] hand?’ He replied, ‘Until that day about which it is written A star rises from Jacob, and a scepter comes forth from Israel—when a star arises from Jacob and ignites the kindling of Esau” (Deut. Rabbah 1:20; following Obadiah 1:18).

The entrance of Jacob Stern, whose star arrives to brighten the dim store, distracts the narrator from his immersion in the non-Jewish milieu by which he was forcibly surrounded, idly passing the time in preoccupations of his present physical surroundings. But Stern simultaneously transports him away from the absence of the Jewish Bookshelf, returning him to the world in which he was born and bred. And through Jacob Stern, we reencounter Maimonides, front and center:

With this I end the third section in the last chapter about Mr. Jacob Stern from my town who suddenly appeared while I was sitting alone in Mr. Lublin’s store in Leipzig on the eve of the Sabbath that occurred on the anniversary of the death of Maimonides of blessed memory. Why do I mention the death of Maimonides of blessed memory? Because from the time that I first resolved to do so, I usually divide the anniversary of the death of our late Master Maimonides into three, a third for studying his code of law, a third for his Mishnah commentary and a third for his book, A Guide of the Perplexed. But on that day I didn’t study the code or the commentaries or the Guide because I was sitting in Mr. Lublin’s store. For that reason the events of the day are engraved in my heart because of what was missing on that day.

Maimonides is not alone in reentering the narrator’s consciousness with the sudden arrival of Stern. Along with that medieval sage arrives, in full force, despite their absence until now, and not as mere memory: the narrator’s hometown, the expansive library of the old beit midrash, his childhood home, and most significantly, his father, of blessed memory, who appears to the narrator in full glory:

My eyes filled with tears because I dreamt that I had seen my father, my teacher. I greeted him but he didn’t return my greeting because he was in mourning. I asked him, “Father, who are you mourning?” He said, “You, my son, I mourn for you.” I said to him, “This mourning is over. Even I have forgotten when I died.” He replied in amazement, “Over? If this is so, we are allowed to study Torah.” He stretched his hand towards the bookcase and took down a volume of Maimonides’ code of law. I thought (not in a dream but awake while I was sitting in Mr. Lublin’s store), “If this is the case the day hasn’t been wasted. I’ll study one or two laws from Maimonides’ book.”

The novel is a long description of the narrator’s ongoing, unfulfilled longing to recapture squandered learning—first the missed opportunities with Rabbi Jonathan, later for the wasted day in Mr. Lublin’s store when he was prevented from his annual study of Maimonides’ teachings. These two incidences of the missing “bookshelf” unite in the “Last Chapter.” It was around this theme that Agnon planned to organize this unfinished novel, by whose end we witness the epiphanous vision of the narrator and his dead-but-now-revived father learning together from a volume of Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah, bringing the theme to its conclusion.

And there’s the rub: The desire is achieved, bringing the experience of actual Torah study and engagement with the bookshelf to fruition. Yet, the surreal shadow of death hovers over the whole experience. Not the actual death of the father, but the metaphorical death of the son, for whom the, father resting in the “World to Come,” mourns as if he, the son, had left this world. The father believes with all his heart in the eternal power of the Jewish Bookshelf and the vibrancy of the world of the old beit midrash. He mourns for his son, whose distance from the books on the shelf and from study of their treasures causes a death sentence to be passed on our narrator—spiritual, religious, and cultural death.

Haim Be’er is a celebrated Israeli novelist, literary critic, and professor of Hebrew literature at Ben-Gurion University. He has authored Gam Ahavatam, Gam Sinatam (Their Love and Their Hate [Am Oved, 1992]) on the relationship between of Bialik, Brenner, and Agnon, and most recently Ĥadarim Melaim Sefarim (Rooms Full of Books [Mineged, 2016]), which explores the Nobel laureate’s To This Day. This essay emanated from resonances between In Mr. Lublin’s Store and To This Day, and from conversations with Jeffrey Saks, who prepared the English version for publication.


Annotations

Clearly, In Mr. Lublin’s Store is a work of fiction, but like so many other works in Agnon’s canon it is set in a very specific historical context, place and time. In this instance, Leipzig, Germany, during the later days of World War I. The annotations to the novel will help readers identify some of the very many historical figures, places, and events that are referenced explicitly or are hinted to in the text. Additionally, we have endeavored to identify many of the sources in the biblical or rabbinic canons that are cited directly or are woven into the intertextual matrix that is so characteristic of Agnon’s writings.

—Jeffrey Saks

1. Yefafiyeh, the Prince of Torah / A mystical, angelic figure, used as a means of acquiring knowledge of the Torah and its secrets effortlessly and in a short time.

5. Galicia / Historical and geographic region of Eastern Europe, straddling contemporary Southern Poland and western Ukraine. At the time of this novel the region was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Mr. Lublin, like our novel’s narrator (and Agnon himself), was a “Galicianer,” and thus the product of a different Jewish milieu than the German Jews he finds himself amongst in Leipzig. Although never stated explicitly the common hometown of Mr. Lublin and the narrator was presumably Agnon’s own Buczacz.

5. Brody / City in the Lviv (Lemberg) district of western Ukraine, which enjoyed an active Jewish communal and commercial life. In addition to master artisans who exported their work abroad, many notable Jewish religious leaders, writers, musicians and intellectuals lived and worked there.
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The Brühl, c. 1860

5. Brühl / Street in Leipzig that was the center of the fur trade.

6. Ranstädter Stein Way / Main thoroughfare of Leipzig.
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Ranstädter Steinweg, c. 1900

8. Germany’s victory over France / Franco-German War, also called Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871), in which a coalition of German states led by Prussia defeated France. The war marked the end of French control of continental Europe and resulted in the creation of a unified Germany.
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Rose Valley

9. Katzenau / Fictionalized stand-in for Bad Brückenau, a spa in northern Bavaria, where Agnon spent some time during his German sojourn. See his story “Between Two Towns” in A Book That Was Lost (Toby Press, 2008).

11. Rose Valley / The Rose Valley (Das Rosental) is an historic park in Leipzig.

12. Berthold Auerbach / 1812-1882, German-Jewish poet and author.
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Berthold Auerbach
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Otto Ludwig

12. Otto Ludwig / 1813-1865, German dramatist, novelist and critic born in Thuringia. He was one of Germany’s first modern realists and one of the most notable dramatists of the period.

18. How did Lemke come to be with Mr. Lublin? / In Lemke’s back-story there is an echo of Goethe’s 1795 bildungsroman Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre).
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Seifert at Fair (1913)

19. Seifert / Oscar Seifert (1861-1932) ran amusements at the Leipzig fairground, where he had a reputation as a showman and popular, eccentric local figure. Thanks to Avidov Lipsker for identifying Seifert.
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Theodor Fritsch

19. Carlsbad / Spa town of western Bohemia, in today’s Czech Republic, famous for its hot springs.

22. The Hammer / Anti-Semitic German monthly, and later fortnightly, journal founded by Theodor Fritsch in Leipzig in 1902. The nickname Gautzschi derives from Fritsch’s residence in the Gautzsch district of Markkleeberg, a Leipzig suburb.

23. Do not scorn any man… / Avot 4:3.

25. Research into the study of clothing / The narrator’s interrupted research into the history of clothing allows us to identify him as the selfsame narrator of Agnon’s earlier novel set in World War I Germany, To This Day (translated by Hillel Halkin, Toby Press, 2008), where the writer explains the origins of his interest in the topic: “Before I could write about people from the past, I thought I had to picture them. And to do that I had to dress them in the clothing they wore in the times and places in which they lived. It turned out to be a hopeless task. My manuscript is so moth-eaten that all the mothballs in the world couldn’t save it” (p. 59).

28. I had deserted it for days… / Following Yerushalmi Berakhot 14:4, “If you abandon me for one day, I shall abandon you for two days.”

28. You cannot compare someone who repeats his lesson a hundred times… / Ĥagigah 9b.

29. Let the words of my mouth be acceptable / Psalms 19:15. The point being that R. Jonathan belittles the simple folk who recite Psalms in place of the intellectual rigor of Talmud study. The narrator reminds him of the midrashic request of King David, author of the Psalms, that their recital should be equated with such study.

29. The city council members refused me the right of residence in Leipzig / Without making the mistake of confusing Agnon the man with his semi-autobiographical narrator (whose name we will discover in chapter 5 is also Agnon), we point out a certain alignment between the action in the novel and events in the author’s life: During Agnon’s sojourn in Germany (1912-1924) he resided in Leipzig at different periods. He moved there initially to be near his sister Rosa, in order to convalesce following an illness. He first arrived in February 1917, but had to depart after three months, unable to extend his residency permit in the city. He returned for a short time in June of that year, again from the end of November through mid-May 1918, and again from October 1918 through March 1919. In Leipzig Agnon studied Talmud with Rabbi David Feldmann (1884-1955), a Galician scholar, presumably something of an inspiration for the character of R. Jonathan. Feldmann served as a rabbinical judge (Av Beit Din) and later as the rabbi of the Ahawas Thorah Synagogue on Färberstrasse. See Dan Laor, Ĥayye Agnon (Schocken, 1998), pp. 110-121.
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Leipzig Town Hall
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R. David Feldmann
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Ahawas Thorah Synagogue

33. Anything better than silence / Avot 1:17.

33. Leipzig moon… In the months of Tevet and Shevat… bless a moon / The Hebrew months Tevet and Shevat correspond with late December through late February. The ritual known as kiddush levanah involves reciting a blessing on the appearance of the new moon; said out of doors on the first Saturday night of the lunar month. As those winter months are often cloudy, precluding performance of this ritual, the occasion to spot the “beautiful new moon” in that season was considered particularly auspicious. Prof. A.Y. Braver explained that the Galician Yiddish expression “Leipzig moon,” derived from the fact that merchandise brought from the Leipzig fair was held in high regard as being of superior quality and beauty. “Leipzig”-like therefore becomes an adjective to describe the beauty of an object.

34. Man’s steps are ordained… / Proverbs 20:24.

34. A man’s feet are responsible for him… / Aramaic interpretative translation of Proverbs 20:24 by R. Yoĥanan in Sukkah 53a.

34. Field-Marshal Hindenburg / Paul Ludwig von Hindenburg (1847-1934) was a German Field-Marshal and politician who served as the second President of the Weimar Republic (1925-34).

34. The sound of an elevator going up… silence / Cf. I Kings 19:12.

35. I have placed the sand for the boundary… / Jeremiah 5:22.

35. You set a boundary… / Psalms 104:9.

35. Guest for the night… lodging to lodging / Veiled references to other tales by Agnon. A Guest for the Night takes its title from Jeremiah 14:8; the 1939 novel set in Buczacz during the interwar period, describing in stark detail the material and spiritual destruction suffered by his hometown. See the most recent edition, A Guest for the Night (Toby Press, 2014). “From Lodging to Lodging,” in A Book That Was Lost (Toby Press, 2008).
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Hindenburg

36. Trade Fair in Leipzig / Major yearly, at times twice or thrice yearly, fair, drawing merchants from across Europe; traces its history back to the Middle Ages (first documented reference in 1165). Even in periods when Jews were denied residence in Leipzig, they were permitted to attend the fair, and it became an important meeting place for Jews from different areas.
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Leipzig Fair

37. A man’s legs take him to where he wants to go / Sukkah 53a.

39. Russian Czar… moved into Galicia and committed widespread slaughter / After the Germans had defeated the First and Second Russian armies early in the war the Russians turned on Austria-Hungary. The Battle of Galicia, also known as the Battle of Lemberg, was a major battle between Russia and Austria-Hungary during the early stages of the war in 1914. The Austro-Hungarian armies were severely defeated and forced out of Galicia.

39. I dwell in the midst of my own people / Cf. II Kings 4:13.

39. How can the living dispute the living? / Berakhot 27b and Bekhorot 36a.

39. I will make your pains very severe / Genesis 3:16.

39. A shopkeeper extends credit / Avot 3:16: “The store is open, the storekeeper extends credit, the account-book lies open, the hand writes, and all who wish to borrow may come and borrow.”

41. Did not change their style, their clothes or their language / Marks of non-assimilation; cf. Vayikra Rabbah 32:5, et al.
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Arthur Nikisch

42. Nikisch / Arthur Nikisch (1855-1922), Hungarian-born orchestral conductor, much admired by Brahms. Mrs. Salzmann’s report notwithstanding, historical evidence of Nikisch’s Jewish origins is scant.
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Der Gewandhaus, c. 1930

42. Gewandhaus / A famous concert hall in Leipzig. It is still the home of the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra.
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Felix Mendelssohn

42. Mendelssohn / (1809-1837); German Romantic composer, grandson of the philosopher Moses Mendelssohn.

42. Küster Café or the Golden Ball Café / Both these cafés existed until the 1930s.
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Küster Café, 1930

42. Mr. D. / Likely a reference to Wilhelm (Israel Wolf) Dubiner, founding president of the Leipzig branch of Die Zionistische Vereinigung fur Deutschland ( German Zionist Federation), a salesmen and important communal figure in Jewish Leipzig (b. 1874, emigrated to New York in September 1939 where he died in 1945). Thanks to Robert Willingham for help in identifying Dubiner, and to David Assaf and Florian Henz for unearthing additional information.

44. Separation from Eve / After the sin in Eden, Adam was separated from Eve for 130 years. During this time he succumbed to sexual fantasies which evil forces, assuming human form, used to propagate demons (cf. Eruvin 18b).

44. To uproot these people while letting others take root / Cf. Ecclesiastes 3:2.

45. Clothing doesn’t reveal its secret / In kabbalistic teaching “Sod HaMalbush” refers to the effect of sin on God’s Divine Presence (Shkhinah): “Each person who sins is like one who strips the Shkhinah of her garment (malbush); each person who performs a mitzvah is like one who clothes the Shkhinah in her garment” (Zohar I, 23b). Additionally, the “secret of the clothing [or garment]” is a reference to the soul entrusted by God to a human for safekeeping based on Shabbat 152b: “Our Rabbis taught: ‘And the dust return to the earth as it was, and the spirit return unto God who gave it’: Render it back to him as He gave it to thee, in purity, so do you return it in purity. This may be compared to a mortal king who distributed royal apparel to his servants. The wise among them folded it up and laid it away in a chest, whereas the fools among them went and did their work in them. After a time the king demanded his garments: the wise among them returned them to him immaculate, but the fools among them returned them soiled. The king was pleased with the wise but angry with the fools. Of the wise he said, Let my robes be placed in my treasury and they can go home in peace; while of the fools he said, Let my robes be given to the laundry, and let them be confined in prison. Thus too, with the Holy One, blessed be He: concerning the bodies of the righteous He says, He enters into peace, they rest in their beds (Isa. 57:2); while concerning their souls He says, yet the soul of my Lord shall be bound up in the bundle of life with the Lord thy God (I Sam. 25:29). But concerning the bodies of the wicked He says, There is no peace saith the Lord, unto the wicked (Isa. 48:22); while concerning their souls He says, and the souls of thine enemies, them shall he sling out, as from the hollow of a sling (I Sam. 25:29).” The fact that our novel’s narrator is researching the history of garments and clothing should not be overlooked. This theme is present in Agnon’s novel To This Day (Toby Press, 2008), another World War I story set in Germany, whose narrator is researching a work on the history of clothing and is very clearly the same man as in In Mr. Lublin’s Store, and his short story “The Garment,” forth-coming in Forevermore (Toby Press).
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Paul de Lagarde

46. Paul de Lagarde / Noted anti-Semite who influenced Hitler’s National Socialist ideology. Paul de Lagarde (1827-1891) was born in Berlin as Paul Bötticher. He legally adopted the family name of his maternal line out of respect for his great-aunt who raised him. He was regarded as one of the most accomplished biblical scholars and orientalists of the 19th century. Elsewhere Agnon records the following anecdote: “Once some Jews saw Paul de Lagarde leaving the home a Jewish scholar. I don’t recall who the scholar was. All who saw him were astounded, for Lagarde was renowned as the most wicked of all the wicked Gentiles. Lagarde said to those astounded Jews, ‘Do you presume that Paul de Lagarde devours a Jew at each and every meal of the day?’ One of those present answered, ‘Yes, but when he devours a Jew he sometimes likes to spice up his meal with the pleasant conversation of a Jewish scholar!’ ” [S.Y. Agnon, Takhrikh shel Sippurim (Schocken, 2001), p. 197.]

46. Maimonides / R. Moses ben Maimon (1135-1204), known by the acronymic Rambam, was a renowned medieval philosopher, Torah scholar, and physician; acknowledged as one of the foremost rabbinical codifiers and philosophers in Jewish history, his work is a cornerstone of Jewish scholarship.

47. 20th of Tevet / Maimonides’ yahrzeit (anniversary of death) is the 20th of the Hebrew lunar month Tevet (usually falls in December-January). While we need not feel compelled to match the fictional world of the novel with the historical time and reality in which it is set, nevertheless, if the narrator spends Friday the 20th of Tevet “in Mr. Lublin’s store,” that would mean that the story’s narration takes place on January 4, 1918 – the only such coincidence of that Hebrew date on a Friday during the years of World War I. Coincidentally, it corresponds to a period we know Agnon was in residence in Leipzig.

47. Maimonides… condemns the drinking of intoxicating beverages / Mishneh Torah, Laws of Yom Tov 6:20.

49. Pleisse / A river in Saxony that flows south of Leipzig.

52. A man’s lifespan is seventy years / Psalms 90:10.

53. Andreas Bodenstein Karlstadt / (1486 – 1541), German Christian theologian and Hebrew scholar during the Reformation. Karlstadt was a strong advocate of the removal of religious imagery and icons, resulting in widespread destruction of statues and venerated images in spontaneous attacks as well as unauthorized iconoclastic riots known as the Reformation’s Bildersturm (“statue storm”).
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Karlstadt

53. From now on I’ll be able to orient myself / Presumably for knowing which direction points east toward Jerusalem for the purpose of prayer; cf. Berakhot 30a.
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Thomaskirche

54. Thomas Church / Saint Thomas Church (Thomaskirche), Lutheran church in Leipzig dating from the 12th century, most famous as the place where Johann Sebastian Bach worked as a Kapellmeister, and as the location of his remains.

58. Nordhausen / German city about 135 km. west of Leipzig.

58. Kiddush and Havdalah / The blessings recited over a cup of wine, respectively, at the onset and departure of the Sabbath; Kiddush to initiate the Sabbath meal, Havdalah to mark the end of the Sabbath and usher in the new week.
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Alpenkorps, c. 1915

59. Alpine Corps / Alpenkorps; provisional mountain formation of division size formed by the Imperial German Army during World War I. It was considered by the Allies to be one of the best in the German Army.

60. While he was yet speaking… / Job 1:16.

61. Ritual bathhouse / The woman had no time to purify herself through immersion in a ritual bath (mikveh) for marital relations and therefore could not spend the night with her husband. Jewish law mandates a woman immerse herself in a ritual bath following her menstrual cycle prior to resuming marital relations. In our story the soldier’s wife has to travel to Leipzig by train to reach the mikveh, but a delay causes her to be unable to return to her husband prior to the Sabbath—the situation which occasioned her to seek out rabbinic advice.
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Rabbi Schwadron

61. Rabbi Schwadron / Rabbi Shalom Mordechai Schwadron (1835–1911), known by the acronymic Maharsham, a foremost halakhic authority in Galicia, served as rabbi in Buczacz between 1878-1881.

61. Halakhah / The totality of laws and ordinances that have evolved since biblical times to regulate religious observances and the daily life and conduct of the Jews.

70. He forms the light and creates darkness / Isaiah 45:5.

71. I have loved you / Malachi 1:2.

71. He fed him with the fruit of the fields… / Deuteronomy 32:13-16.

71. He exiled the Israelites to Assyria… / II Kings 17:6.

71. And God completed… / Genesis 2:2.

72. Shechem the son of Hamor who desired Dina / Genesis 34.

72. Honor your father and your mother… / Exodus 20:12.

73. Red-painted room behind oak paneling / Cf. Jeremiah 22:14.

73. Er and Onan / Genesis 38:3-10.

74. Do not be afraid of them… / Joshua 11:6.

74. The Lord is good to all… / Psalms 145:9.

74. Joshua did to them as the Lord had directed… / Joshua 11:9.

74. The sins of the father… / Deuteronomy 5:8.

74. The wicked person will die for his sin / Ezekiel 3:19.

74. God is just in all His ways / Psalms 145:17.

74. Ezekiel…lay on his left side… lay on his right said / Ezekiel 4:4-6, “And you shall lie on your left side, and you shall place the iniquity of the house of Israel through it; the number of the days that you shall lie on it, you will bear their iniquity. Now I have given you the years of their iniquity by the number of days, three hundred and ninety days, and you shall bear the iniquity of the house of Israel. And when you complete these, you shall lie on your right side a second time, and you shall bear the iniquity of the house of Judah; forty days, a day for a year, a day for a year, I have given it to you.”

75. Turn back, wicked children / Jeremiah 3:22.

75. When Pharaoh’s horses, chariots and horsemen went into the sea / Exodus 15:19.

75. Arnon and Kishon rivers / Arnon is a river in Jordan that enters the Dead Sea, marks northern border of Moab; Numbers 21:24-26 and Deuteronomy 3:8 describe conquest of the area up to the Arnon from the hands of the Amorites. The Kishon flows into the Mediterranean near the city of Haifa; I Kings 18:40 names the river as the location where the prophets of Baal were executed on Elijah’s orders, Judges 5:21 names it is the location of the defeat of the Canaanite army.

75. Believed in God and His servant Moses / Exodus 14:31.

75. End of Days / Reference to the messianic era, and here likely to the apocalyptic war that will precede that time.

75. By the sweat of your brow… / Genesis 3:19.
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Halle University

76. University of Halle / Martin Luther University of Halle-Wittenberg, created through the 1817 merger of the University of Wittenberg ( founded 1502) and the University of Halle (founded 1691). Halle, in eastern Germany, is about 40 km. northwest of Leipzig.

76. He even prepares a belt for His creatures / Cf. Genesis 3:7.

76. So people will be brought low… Human pride… The arrogance… / Isaiah 2:9, 11, 17.

77. Where could you build a house for me? / Isaiah 66:1.

77. So now I intend to build a house for the name of my God… / I Kings 5:19.

77. The house that King Solomon built for the Lord / I Kings 6:2.

77. Then David comforted his wife Bathsheba… Jedidiah / II Samuel 12:24-25.

77. And they called to one another: Holy, holy, holy… / Isaiah 6:3.

77. Above him were seraphim / Isaiah 6:2. Seraphim are a type of celestial being or angel.

79. The soul of man is the lamp of the Lord / Proverbs 20:27.

80. See light in its light / Cf. Psalms 36:9.

81. The sun to govern the day and the moon and stars to govern the night / Genesis 1:16.

81. Carbide / Carbide lamps, or acetylene gas lamps, are simple lamps that produce and burn acetylene.
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Carbide Lamp

83. They made themselves girdles…. And the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife garments / Genesis 3:7, 21.

84. Two points / A colon; used in traditional Hebrew printing to mark divisions between biblical verses.

85. The princes and rulers have led the way in this faithlessness / Ezra 9:2; the specific act of “faithlessness” these Jewish rulers have committed is the trespass of intermarriage with non-Jewish women.

86. Then Adoni-Bezek said, Seventy kings with their thumbs / Judges 1:7.

86. The end of the wicked shall be cut off / Psalms 37:38.

86. You no longer lead our armies into battle / Psalms 44:9.

91. Over against all his brethren he did settle / Genesis 25:18; describing the territories of Ishmael, midrashically identified as the progenitor of Islam.

92. The heavens were the Lord’s but He gave the earth to men / Psalms 115:16.

92. Enoch walked faithfully with God… / Genesis 5:24.

92. These are the generations of the heaven and of the earth… / Genesis 2:4-5.

93. Against the Austrians / The Austro-Prussian War or Seven Weeks’ War (1866) was fought between Prussia on the one side and Austria, Bavaria, Saxony, Hanover, and certain minor German states on the other. It ended in a Prussian victory, which meant the exclusion of Austria from Germany.

[image: Image]

Battle of Koniggratz, by Bleibtreu

94. Simĥat Torah… flag with red apple / The holiday of Simĥat Torah (lit. “Rejoicing of the Law”) marks the completion of the annual Torah reading cycle. During the day’s festive dancing with the Torah scrolls children customarily carry flags, supposedly reminiscent of the tribal flags under which the Israelites marched in the desert. Another custom is to put an apple on top of the flag, or an apple with a hole carved in it for a lighted candle to evoke images of Torah as light. S.Y. Kreutner’s memoir of Jewish life in Leipzig recounts the widespread popularity of dancing in the ĥasidic Boyaner Synagogue on the night of Simĥat Torah, where the enthusiastic dancing would draw the city’s Jews from all quarters. The Boyaner Rebbe of Leipzig was R. Yisroel Friedman (1878-1951). See Kreutner’s Leipzig Sheli (Reuven Mass, 1982), p. 56.

101. She prepared a bill of sale and opens the café on the Sabbath / To circumvent the violation of operating her business on the Sabbath, ownership of the café was transferred to a non-Jew on each Saturday.

101. Satan ambushes charitable givers / The system of accounting with slips of paper was to track the income earned over the Sabbath, and to know how much to apportion to the charities afterwards, lest error cause her to hold back pledged funds for herself.

102. Redemption of the first born / It is customary for a firstborn male (whose father or mother are not descendants of the priestly tribes), to undergo pidyon haben, meaning the “redemption of the firstborn son.” The son is redeemed by the payment of five silver coins to a Cohen thirty days after the baby’s birth. Cf. Exodus 22:28-29: “You shall give Me the male first-born among your children. You shall do the same with your cattle and your flocks.”
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Frederick I

102. Emperor Barbarossa / Frederick I (1122-1190), also known as Frederick Barbarossa (“Red Beard”); Holy Roman Emperor from 1155 until his death.

106. Breslau / Former German city approximately 375 km. east if Leipzig; today the western Polish city of Wrocław.
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Breslau Today

106. Shamash / Beadle or sexton of the synagogue, sometimes assistant to the rabbi; often a paid official of the community.

107. Prayers for welcoming the Sabbath… Lekha Dodi / Kabbalat Shabbat (“Welcoming the Sabbath”) is a prefatory prayer service recited on Friday evenings at the onset of the Sabbath day. The service was initiated by the kabbalists of Safed in the 16th century. Lekha Dodi (“Come, my Beloved”), the central hymn of the service, was composed by R. Shlomo Halevi Alkabetz (c.1505-c.1585), and is considered among the very latest additions to the conventional prayer service; at the point the Breslau Jews began worshipping in Leipzig it had not yet been included in the standard prayerbooks.

108. King of Prussia had conquered Silesia / Silesia was conquered by Fredrick the Great of Prussia at the end of the First Silesian War in 1742.

108. Blessed is God who has given His glory to a king of flesh and blood / Blessing of praise recited upon seeing a non-Jewish king; Berakhot 58a. (See Mrs. Yaron’s note on the text of this blessing, above p. 235.)

112. Beilis Trial / On March 20, 1911, the mutilated body of a 12-year-old boy was discovered in a cave on the outskirts of Kiev. The monarchist press immediately launched a vicious anti-Jewish campaign, accusing Menaĥem Mendel Beilis (1874-1934), together with all the Jews, of using Christian blood for ritual purposes. Even though the real murderers were found, the chief district attorney of Kiev disregarded the police information and looked for a Jew on whom to blame the crime, and Beilis was imprisoned for over two years. The case caused an international outcry.

[image: Image]

Beilis

112. Destruction of Poland / Kingdom of Poland was divided between Russia, Prussia and Austria in three partitions in 1772, 1793 and 1795.

115. Poniatowski / Josef Antoni Poniatowski (1763-1813, died in Leipzig), Polish patriot and military hero, who became a marshal of France under Napoleon.
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Poniatowski

118. Professor Nadelsticher / The character of Nadelsticher appears in Agnon’s other novel of Germany in World War I, To This Day (Toby Press, 2008), where the narrator observes: “Like most Christian Bible scholars, Nadelsticher could barely parse a Hebrew verse, let alone read a rabbinical commentary on it; if I was a welcome guest in his home, this was because I had rescued him from more than one embarrassing error of the kind his colleagues were prone to” (p. 142).
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Julius Fürst

119. Fürst / Julius Fürst (1805-1873), Jewish German scholar of Semitic languages at University of Leipzig, compiler of Concordantiae librorum Sacrorum veteris Testamenti Hebraicae et Chaldaicae ( Leipzig, 1840).

119. Mandelkern / Salomon Mandelkern (1846-1902), compiler of Hekhal Hakodesh – Veteris Testamenti Concordantiæ, a Hebrew-Latin concordance (Leipzig, 1896).
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Mandelkern

119. Bomberg / Daniel Bomberg (d. 1549), a Christian printer who published the first edition of R. Isaac Nathan’s Concordance in Venice in 1523.

119. Taĥkemoni / Yehudah Alĥarizi (Spain, c.1165-c.1225, Aleppo), rabbi, translator and poet. His masterpiece, The Taĥkemoni, composed in Hebrew between 1218 and 1220, is a series of amusing episodes, witty verses and humorous interweaving of biblical passages in rhyming prose.

119. I regard not myself / Job 9:21.

119. Faithfulness to God / Habakkuk 2:4.

119. People will be righteous / Isaiah 60:21.

119. Jassy / A city in today’s north-eastern Romania, formerly capital of Principality of Moldavia. The synagogue Salzmann prays in belongs to the Jassy Jews who have resettled in Leipzig. It was located on Gerberstrasse.

119. Ĥasid / Adherent of Ĥasidut, Eastern European Jewish pietistic and spiritual mass movement begun in the 17th century by R. Yisrael Ba’al Shem Tov; plural: ĥasidim.

120. Se’udah shlishit / Lit., third meal; there is an obligation to eat three meals during the course of the Sabbath, the story refers to the third, final meal, eaten communally in the synagogue at Sabbath’s end.

120. Ĥallah / More commonly spelled challah; soft, plaited loaf of bread customarily eaten with the Sabbath meals.

120. Rebbe / A Yiddish word derived from the Hebrew word for rabbi, which means master, teacher, or mentor. Generally “rebbe” refers to the spiritual leader within the ĥasidic movement, each ĥasidic court led by its own rebbe.

120. Grab leftovers from their rebbe’s bowl / As a mark of devotion to ones rebbe, a ĥasid will take or be given a morsel of his master’s leftover food; known in Yiddish as “shirayim.”

122. Mitnagdim / Lit. “opponents”; rabbinical opponents of the hasidic movement, who often mocked the pietistic movement and its adherents as clowns and ignoramuses, claiming that Ĥasidism contained various deviations from normative halakhic practice.

123. Extra soul / Mystical idea that a Jew acquires an extra soul, a better soul, on the Sabbath than the one he or she has on weekdays.

123. Rabbi Elimelech and Rabbi Zusha / Ĥasidic founders and masters. Elimelech Weisblum of Lizhensk (1717-1787), author of Noam Elimelech, was a major figure of the third generation of Ĥasidut. His brother was the illustrious Rabbi Meshulam Zusha of Anipoli (1718?-1800). The two brothers travelled widely and were responsible for contributing to the spread of Ĥasidism wherever they went.
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Noam Elimelech

123. Shekhinah / The divine manifestation or presence of God on earth. In ancient times, the Shekhinah was a talmudic term for the glory of God that rested in the desert Tabernacle or Jerusalem Temple. When the Temple was destroyed and the Hebrews taken into exile, the Shekhinah is believed to have accompanied them. On occasion Hasidic rebbes would set out on travels throughout the Jewish Diaspora, often incognito, in the footsteps, as it were, of the Shekhinah herself, who wandered in exile.

123. Wallachia / Historic and geographical region of Romania, situated north of the Danube and south of the Southern Carpathians.

124. Sidecurls and of course their beards, of which every hair has an essence and a source, according to Kabbalah / According to the mystical teachings of Kabbalah, hair—especially of the traditional sidecurls (peyot or peyos) and the beard—has special significance; see, e.g., Zohar III, 130b-132a.
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Sidecurls (Peyos)

125. When you go to war against your enemies / Torah portion of Ki Tetzeh, beginning with this verse in Deuteronomy 21:10.

125. Amalek / Nation that attacked the weakest among the Israelites as they fled from Egypt (Exodus 17:8-14). God’s prescribed punishment for them was total annihilation; the commandment to be vigilant in remembering the evil of Amalek appears at the end of the weekly portion the rebbe mentions (Deuteronomy 25:17-19).
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Brody Synagogue

127. Rabbi Shimon Waltuch / Shimon Zev Waltuch, born in 1850 in Galician city of Brody, died in Leipzig in 1916, where he had served as the Orthodox rabbi of the Brody Synagogue on Keilstrasse and later at Adas Jeshurun.
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Felix Goldmann
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The Leipzig (Liberal) Synagogue

127. Liberal / The reform Temple of Leipzig, known as the Leipzig Synagogue (Die Grosse Gemeindesynagoge), led by Rabbi Dr. Felix Goldmann (1882-1934). Goldmann, born in London, completed his rabbinical education in Berlin, and served in Leipzig from 1917 until his death.
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Ephraim Carlebach
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Ez-Chaim Synagogue

127. Orthodox that had broken away / Ez-Chaim Synagogue on Wirkungsstätte, led by Rabbi Ephraim Carlebach (1879-1936).

128. Minĥat Ĥinukh / R. Yosef bar Moshe Babad of Ternopil (1800–1874), who composed a renowned legal commentary Minĥat Ĥinukh on an important 13th-century work that systematically discusses the 613 commandments.

[image: Image]

Frederick the Great

129. For the Lord your God… accepts no bribes / Deuteronomy 10:17.
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Seydlitz

132. Frederick II waged war on the Saxons / Frederick the Great; during the War of Austrian Succession (1740-1748).

132. General Seydlitz / Friedrich Wilhelm Freiherr von Seydlitz (1721-1773), Prussian officer and one of the greatest German cavalry generals.
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Minĥat Ĥinukh

133. Melaveh malkah / At the end of the Sabbath a meal is arranged during which the Sabbath is symbolically escorted out so that the week may begin. “Melaveh malkah” literally means “escorting the queen,” the feminine embodiment of the Sabbath.
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Harassowitz
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Hiersemann

134. Kaspar Marius Sr. and Sons / The antiquarian book-dealer may be based on the Leipzig firms of Otto Wilhem Harassowitz (1845-1920) or Karl Wilhelm Hiersemann (1854-1928), German publishers and booksellers where Agnon engaged in exactly the type of bibliographical and cataloging work described by the narrator at periods during his Leipzig sojourn. Agnon’s expertise in Hebraica and Judaica was put to use especially in the cataloging of what was called Orientalia; Hiersemann appears as a character in Agnon’s To This Day (Toby Press, 2008).
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Hiersemann Antiquariats

136. Professor Porges / Rabbi Prof. Nathan Porges (b. Moravia 1848-d.1924 Germany), was a rabbi, bibliographer, and collector of rare books, serving as rabbi in the Liberal Temple in Leipzig from 1888, and from 1913 as professor in the University of Leipzig, until his retirement in 1917, whereupon he moved to Würzburg. Haim Be’er suggests that Porges served as a model for the character of Dr. Levi in Agnon’s To This Day; see Be’er, Ĥadarim Melai’m Sefarim (Mineged, 2016), p. 31, and generally all of chapter 2.
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Nathan Porges

137. When they brought Goethe a pencil / “I liked best to get hold of a lead pencil, because I could write most readily with it; whereas the scratching and spluttering of the pen would sometimes wake me from my somnambular poetizing, confuse me, and stifle a little conception in its birth. For the poems thus created I had a particular reverence.” Goethe, Truth and Poetry: From My Own Life.
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Lily Braun

138. Bebrillte männer / Goethe’s negative feelings towards eyeglasses (or spectacles) are expressed in two of his major novels Die Wahlverwandschaftern and Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre.

139. In the Shadow of the Titans / Lily Braun (1865-1916) was a German feminist writer. In Im Schatten der Titanen (In the Shadow of the Titans, 1908) the “titans” were Napoleon and Goethe.
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Mackensen

140. Mackensen / Anton Ludwig August von Mackensen (1849-1945), one of the German Empire’s most prominent military leaders.

140. Ludendorff / Erich Friedrich Wilhelm Ludendorff (1865-1937), one of Germany’s senior army commanders in World War I. Working with Hindenburg, he was responsible for destroying Russia’s army on the Eastern Front. Later he became a prominent Nazi.
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Ludendorff

143. Holy congregations mentioned in the elegies for the Ninth of Av / Although the fast day Tishah b’Av (ninth of the month of Av) primarily commemorates the destruction of the Jerusalem Temples, traditionally Jews remember the other great tragedies in Jewish history, including the destruction of European Jewish cities during the Crusades and other pogroms.

150. Naked and barefoot / Isaiah 20:3.

150. Hindenburg fat / During the historically cold war-time winter of 1916-17, rations and price controls had been implemented for virtually all food items, as well as for coal and other fuels; Hindenburg, as Supreme Army Commander, oversaw firm control of the domestic food supply and took the blame for its inferior quality.

151. Alster, the Pleisse and the Parthe / Rivers in Saxony.

152. Thy habitation is in the midst of deceit / Jeremiah 9:5.

156. The great lights / Cf. Genesis 1:16, referring to the sun and the moon.

156. Adam Asnyk / (1838-1897), Polish poet and dramatist. Contrary to Agnon’s claim here, Asnyk was born in Kalisz, Poland.
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Adam Asnyk

161. Levi… go up to the Torah / The honor of reciting the blessings over the Torah and a section of the day’s Torah portion is called an aliyah, literally “going up.” This refers both to the physical ascent of the person to the bimah (dais) where the Torah is read and to the spiritual uplifting associated with participation in this ritual. The second portion is reserved for members of the Levite class (a Levi), of which Agnon was a prod member, making specific reference to it in his 1966 Nobel Prize acceptance speech.

161. Gabbai / Synagogue official, usually a volunteer layperson, entrusted with the running of the prayer service, assigning various honors, etc. (In the Hebrew text Agnon uses the unusual term rosh ha-degel, which may reference tribal times, when the leader of the tribes was responsible for overseeing all camp movements.)

163. Like that of a palm-tree / Songs of Songs 7:8.

164. Chemnitz / City about 85 km. southeast of Leipzig.

164. Plauen / City about 150 km. south of Leipzig.

164. Reb Yudel Ĥasid and his three daughters / The main characters in Agnon’s 1931 novel The Bridal Canopy (Toby Press, 2015).

164. Mitzvah dance / Custom among ĥasidic Jews to have family members, or distinguished elders, dance with the bride.

164. I have exalted a young man from among the people / Psalms 89:20.

165. Cohen may not marry a convert / Cohanim (male members of the priestly tribe, descended from Aaron) are forbidden to marry converts or divorcées; Leviticus 21:7, Yevamot 61b.

165. Four rabbis of Leipzig / For Agnon’s account of these four rabbis, see MeAtzmi el Atzmi (Schocken, 2000), pp. 278-281; see also S.Y. Kreutner, Leipzig Sheli (Reuven Mass, 1982), chapter 6.

165. Hindenburg Synagogue / Also called the “24er Synagogue,” after its address on Humboldtstrasse, built in 1916, and led by Rabbi Avraham Yehudah Schmukler.

166. Angel who protects pages / Mystical tradition regarding an angel called Shomer Dapin (protector of pages) who causes a person who leaves the Torah scroll or book open when leaving a room to forget his Torah learning; customarily one closes the book or covers the open pages when interrupting study.

171. Konitz / Formerly city in Prussia, approximately 600 km. northeast of Leipzig; today known as Chojnice in northwest Poland.

172. Be still before God and wait patiently for Him / Psalms 37:7.

175. Grandfather… Relative in Vienna / The description of these two relatives of the narrator correspond with figures in Agnon’s biography: R. Yehudah Farb, Agnon’s maternal grandfather, was an important communal leader in Buczacz, dominant influence in his grandson’s life, and appears in various guises through-out Agnon’s writing; Prof. David Zvi (Heinrich) Muller (1846-1912) was a cousin of Agnon’s mother, and was a professor of Semitics and ancient languages at the University of Vienna.
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Yehudah Frab
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Prof. Muller

175. Ĥametz / On Passover, Jewish law prohibits a Jew from owning or deriving any benefit from leavened grain products, known as ĥametz. However, if a person does not want to use up or throw out the ĥametz before Passover, he or she can sell it to a non-Jew; ĥametz which remains in Jewish possession, unsold to a non-Jew, remains forbidden even after Passover.

176. Wine in the bottle… rendered un-kosher / By rabbinic edict, in order to minimize social interaction with non-Jews, open bottles of wine handled by non-Jews become forbidden even if the contents are otherwise kosher.
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HaMagid

180. HaMagid / The first Hebrew weekly newspaper, published between 1856 and 1903. Published first in Prussia, and after 1890 successively in Berlin, Krakow, and Vienna. It was one of the earliest heralds of the Zionist movement.
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Maĥanayim

180. Maĥanayim / Kibbutz in northern Israel established in 1898 by Galician Jews. It did not initially succeed due mainly to the settlers inexperience and lack of money.
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Founding of Ĥovevi Zion

180. Lovers of Zion / Ĥovevi Zion organizations had been established in 1881-1882 with the aim of furthering Jewish settlement, particularly agricultural settlement, in the Land of Israel. Some groups were interested in philanthropic work while others promoted immigration.

186. A partner for you / Cf. Genesis 2:18.
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Netzaĥ Yisrael

186. Rabbi Israel Netzaĥ / Yisrael ben Moshe Zamoshetz (1700-1772), was a Galician rabbi, pioneer of the Jewish Enlightenment, and significant influence on the young Moses Mendelssohn, serving as his teacher for Jewish philosophy and mathematics. His 1741 book Netzaĥ Yisrael (“The Eternity of Israel”; cf. Sam. I 15:29) is an argument for the use of scientific knowledge, especially geometry and astronomy, in resolving various talmudic problems.
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Moses Mendelssohn

188. Lemke and I are parents-in-law and his wife’s daughter calls me father / There is clearly something missing in the narrative. Despite absence of the fact earlier in the novel, we can assume that Mr. Lublin’s son and Lisa Lotte Lemke were married. Perhaps they were no longer together when the son went to war, because Mr. Lublin wishes for a good marriage for his son should he return home, or perhaps he is just wishing the son will divorce the non-Jewish wife.

188. Mendelssohn / German Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786) was the major figure of the Jewish Enlightenment. An intellectually emancipated and cultured German as well as a faithful Jew who insisted on full halakhic observance, he was referred to as the “German Plato and the Jewish Socrates.” R. Israel Netzaĥ was one of young Mendelssohn’s teachers.

191. If one sees a white horse in a dream… / Berakhot 56b.

191. Rashi / Rabbi Shlomo Yitzĥaki (France, 1040-1105), outstanding medieval biblical and talmudic commentator. In his commentaries on the Bible and Talmud he often cites words and phrases in Old French by way of defining or explaining words in the text under examination.

191. Ĥasidim of Ashkenaz / 12th and 13th century German Jewish pietistic, mystical, and ascetic movement. Not to be confused with the later 18th century ĥasidic movement.

194. Rishon and Zikhron / Rishon Letzion, a city near Tel Aviv, was founded as an agricultural settlement in 1882 and the Carmel-Mizrahi Winery was established there in 1886. Zikhron Yaakov, a town near Haifa founded by Baron Rothschild in 1882, was one of the first Jewish settlements in Palestine and the location of the first winery in the country.

195. Charles, who is called Karl / (1887-1922), rules as Charles I of Austria and Charles IV of Hungary, was the last ruler of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, from 1916-1918, following the reign of his uncle Franz Joseph I, whose nearly 68 years on the throne were considered as a very prosperous period for Jewish life in the Empire.
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Karl I

195. Charlemagne / (c.742-814), King of the Franks and first Holy Roman Emperor, united most of Western Europe during the early Middle Ages. He conquered Saxony (the state which contains Leipzig; thus the emissaries suspicion of “Saxon traitors” and mistreatment of the landlady), Christianizing its inhabitants upon pain of death.
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Charlemagne

195. Pope / In fact the Pope (Leo III) was not killed. In 799, during one of his processions the Pope was suddenly attacked by a body of armed men (followers of his predecessor). He was thrown to the ground, and the men tried to pull out his tongue and tear out his eyes, but only left him unconscious. He was rescued by two of the king’s envoys leading a large force.

196. If I were a Cohen… bones / A Cohen, a member of the priestly class, may not come into contact with, or be in the same enclosed space as, a dead body or remnants thereof; Leviticus 21:1.

196. Shema Yisrael / The Shema prayer (beginning “Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God the Lord is One”; Deuteronomy 6:4) is the central affirmation of Judaism and a declaration of faith in one God. In addition to twice daily recital, the prayer was traditionally offered by martyrs on the point of death.

197. He is still a Jew even though he committed a sin / Sanhedrin 44a.

197. Rabbah Bar Bar Ĥannah / 3rd century Talmudic rabbi, lived in Babylonia and the Land of Israel. Bava Batra 73b: “Rabbah Bar Bar Hannah further related: One time we were travelling in the desert and we saw geese whose feathers had fallen out because off their fatness and rivers of oil flowed from underneath them.”

198. Isaac the Jew / (c.749-836), diplomat in the court of Charlemagne; according to legend he undertook a mission to Harun al-Rashid, the 5th Abbasid Caliph, facilitating the exchange of gifts on behalf of Charlemagne, returning to Europe with an elephant. The story here is an embellishment of tales that appear in the Royal Frankish Annals and in the biography of Charlemagne by one of his courtiers, Einhard.
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11th c. depiction of Charlemagne’s elephant

198. Dreams about elephants… enjoy miracles / Berakhot 56b.

203. Mr. Jacob Stern / On the centrality of Stern’s character to the story see the Foreword to this volume. Various interpreters on the novel have observed that his name is reminiscent of Numbers 24:17: “I see it, but not now; I behold it, but not soon: A star rises from Jacob, and a scepter comes forth from Israel which will crush the princes of Moab and uproot all the sons of Seth”; (“Stern” being German for “star”).

204. Beit midrash / Lit. “house of study”; communal institution independent of the synagogue, which was a town’s center of Torah study. In Galicia, where yeshivah study was less central as a place of organized instruction, young men would sometimes spend multiple years in the beit midrash (study house) pursuing independent Torah study.
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Jewish grave in Yazlovets

205. Yazlovets / Village about 16 km. SSE of Buczacz.

205. Tzaddikim / Lit., righteous and saintly men, sing. Tzaddik; often used to refer specifically to the spiritual leader of a ĥasidic community.
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Khmielnitski

206. 1648… Khmielnitski / Bogdan Khmielnitski (1595-1657) was the leader of the Cossack and peasant uprising against Polish rule in Ukraine in 1648 which resulted in the destruction of hundreds of Jewish communities. The Jewish chronicles mention 100,000 killed and 300 communities destroyed. In Jewish history Khmielnitski is regarded as one of the worst slaughterers of the Jews.

209. How long is a person’s life span?… eighty years / Psalms 90:10.

210. Year of the plague / Presumably 1771, when an outbreak of cholera and other diseases swept through eastern Galicia.

210. Mountains of darkness / Tamid 32a relates that the Sages told Alexander he could not travel past the “mountains of darkness” (perhaps a rabbinic metaphor for the point beyond which lies terra incognita) to parts of Africa, yet he succeeds in doing so.

210. Holofernes / Likely an error here: Holofernes was one of Nebuchadnezzar’s generals who was beheaded by the Jewish heroine in the Book of Judith. Alexander’s horse was named Bucephalus.
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Bucephalus

211. First night of Seliĥot on the waters of the Strypa… drowned / Seliĥot are special penitential prayers recited at midnight (or in the pre-dawn hours), commencing from the Saturday night prior to Rosh Hashanah through Yom Kippur. Agnon records the practice of the local boys, who would pass the evening awaiting the arrival of midnight and the commencement of the prayers, by floating candles on paper boats down the Strypa River (a tributary of the Dniester which runs through Buczacz). The legend of the candles revealing the spirits of the drowned martyrs is recorded in a number of his stories; see, e.g., “The Tale of the Menorah” in A City in Its Fullness and “In the Depths,” forth-coming in Forevermore (Toby Press).
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Strypa River

212. Ashkenaz… Tzarfat / Medieval Jewry associated the biblical locations Ashkenaz with Germany and Tzarfat with France.

213. Vanished from the earth / The narrator is referring to the biblical Philistines.

213. The most beautiful of all lands / Ezekiel 20:6, Deuteronomy 19:21 and elsewhere. Maimonides refers to the Land of Israel as the “Land of Beauty” (Eretz Hatzvi) in a letter to Rabbi Yefet Hadayan.

213. From power comes sweetness / Judges 14:14.

213. Tenth of Tevet / Observed as a day of fasting, mourning and repentance to commemorate the siege of Jerusalem by the armies of Nebuchadnezzar the Babylonian Emperor (occurs in late December or early January).

218. Genealogy of the Talmudic Sages / Yiĥusey Tannaim veAmoraim, containing the biographies of the Talmudic rabbis, by Rabbi Yehudah ben Kalonymus of Speyer, one of the Tosafists, that is, the rabbinical scholars who created critical and explanatory glosses on the Talmud in the second half of the 12th century. As described, the manuscript was lost until its discovery in the 19th century.

218. Malbim / Acronymic of Rabbi Meir Leibush ben Yeĥiel Michal Wisser (1809-1879), Hebrew grammarian and Bible commentator.
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Malbim

219. Count the Omer / The ritual counting of the 49 days from Passover to Shavuot (Pentecost), as prescribed in Leviticus 23:15-16.

219. Rabbi Benjamin Zev son of Rabbi Meir / Mentioned as a native of Buczacz, and one of the early denizens of its old beit midrash, who left for Vienna, and was subsequently exiled in 1670 to Fürth, where he died in 1691; see Agnon, ‘Ir uMelo’ah (Schocken, 1999), pp. 18, 168.
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Leopold I

219. Edict of Expulsion / In 1670 Emperor Leopold I, influenced by an anti-Semitic bishop as well as the religious fanaticism of his wife, expelled the Jews from Vienna.
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Ĥakham Zvi

219. Ĥakham Zvi / Rabbi Zvi Hirsch ben Yaakov Ashkenazi (1656-1718), known by the title of his Responsa Ĥakham Zvi, travelled widely and served for some time as rabbi of Amsterdam.

220. Rabbi Abraham David / R. Avraham David Wahrman (1771-1840), known as the Tzaddik of Buczacz, where he served as Rabbi from 1814 until his death, author of the halakhic works Da’at Kedoshim and Eshel Avraham, among others. He appears in a variety of Agnon’s stories of old Buczacz, see especially selections in A City in Its Fullness (Toby Press, 2016).
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Eshel Avraham

221. In the future Moses and the Messiah… will depend on Maimonides’ judgments / As opposed to most medieval rabbinic authorities, Maimonides’ legal code covers all areas of halakhah, both those in effect and those not currently in force during the exile and absence of the Holy Temple. Rabbi Abraham David’s point is that if in the messianic era, when the great sages are resurrected, they will by force rule in accord with Maimonides’ positions on these matters, how much more so should we follow his views now.

223. Rabbi Jonathan Eibeschutz / (1690-1764) born in Krakow, Poland, was a renowned rabbi and talmudist. He is remembered for his encyclopedic knowledge and also for his lengthy controversy with another great rabbi, Jacob Emden, who accused him of harboring heretical mystical tendencies and of beign a secret Sabbatian.
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Jonathan Eibeschutz

226. Maharshal / Rabbi Solomon Luria (1510-1573) was one of the great Ashkenazi poskim (halakhic authorities) and teachers of his time. He served as rabbi in various communities in Poland and Lithuania. Buczacz is referenced in his Teshuvot Maharshal, responsum #101.
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R. Isserlis

226. Rabbi Moses Isserlis / (1525-1572) Polish rabbi, codifier and philosopher, born in Krakow, was a scholar of great intellectual breadth who, among other things, added notes on Ashkenazi customs to the legal code Shulĥan Arukh by R. Joseph Karo. Known by the acronym Rema, Isserlis was a contemporary and relative of R. Luria, with whom he occasionally disputed in their correspondence.
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Ĥida

226. Rabbi Ĥida / Acronymic of Rabbi Ĥaim Yosef David Azulai (1724-1806), Jerusalem-born halakhist and bibliographer. He also travelled widely and published travel diaries, and died in Livorno after having lived there for over twenty years.

230. Naked souls / “Neshamot artila’in” (naked souls) are wandering souls who have not found a resting place, including a body. Because in life they had committed evil they have not yet entered the Garden of Eden; cf. Sanhedrin 92b and Zohar.

230. Kalman Schulman / (1819-1899), maskil (follower of the 19th century Hebrew enlightenment), Hebrew writer and translator whose work was significant in the development of modern Hebrew literature. The work mentioned by the narrator is Divre Yeme ‘Olam (1867-1884), a ninevolume Hebrew version of Allgemeine Weltgeschichte (A General History of the World) by Georg Weber.
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Kalman Schulman

230. University in Jerusalem / One of the visions of the Zionist movement was the establishment of a Jewish university in the Land of Israel which would conduct its studies in Hebrew. The Hebrew University laid its cornerstone in 1918 and began instruction in 1925.

230. Allowed to study Torah / The study of Torah is not permitted during the seven-day mourning period, because it is considered to be a source of pleasure.
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Founding of Hebrew University

231. Not a cigar left in the market / Word-play on a Talmudic idiom “not a foot left in the market” (Shabbat 21b), meaning that the day has ended and everyone is at home.
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