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I don’t know whether or not God exists, I know only that God was with him. When the time comes – time sometimes lifts the whiteness from the eyes of the descendants, when the time comes, as I say, to draw up not the literary statistics of a period, but the just history of writing in Romanian from all over the world, it will be discovered that here among us in the last two decades there lived an authentic writer. In the non-pecuniary market of mental stocks, Ludovic Bruckstein was not a needy petitioner, but an aristocrat of the word, of ideas, of analytical strength, of expression. A great writer. A romantic philosopher, who knew how to drive a cart up a hill in the Maramureș sleet. He knew how a man is built up and knocked down how daily bread is earned. Above all, he knew how a life is wasted. Reread him, esteemed reader. He loved you, he always sought the way to your heart.

Iosif Petran

Revista mea, 12 August 1988

 

Some twenty-five years ago, when I was still a child, the Jewish Theatre troupe arrived from Bucharest in my provincial town (Bîrlad), bringing Ludovic Bruckstein’s play Nightshift. It was set in Auschwitz, the drama was powerful, the audience wept, and I was left with the conviction that such a play could only be written by a writer who died along with his characters.

Years later, when I met him at the Literature School in Bucharest, I was very disappointed that he was still alive. To reassure me, he confessed that he had indeed died in Auschwitz, and also when he wrote the play, and above all when the censors forced him to make changes to it. But he was constantly forced to return to life, since he had a host of obligations as a husband, a father, and a writer.

I. Schechter

Izvoare, No. 5, Tel Aviv, 1978
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Iapa is a village in Maramureș a few kilometres from Sighet with a few hundred chimneyed houses that stretch from down below, from the place called Boundary Valley, or Ciarda, or Cheblițe, from the bank of the River Tisza, which here flows broad and slow, making it a good place for barges to moor. Then the houses stretch along the edge of a road that climbs the hills to the places named Grui and Sihei and Meia, before scattering along the edge of the fir and oak forests.

It may well be precisely the village’s position that made its inhabitants’ occupations so various. There were ploughmen and carters, shepherds and traders, woodcutters and day labourers, and all kinds of other occupations arising from the village’s proximity to the town, to the River Tisza, and also to the forest.

On Friday evening, for example, the Jewish bargemen’s rafts used to moor here on their way downstream from logging in Poienile de sub Munte, Ruscova, Petrova, and Leordina; with thick hawsers they tethered their rafts to knotty willow stumps at the water’s edge and went to spend the Sabbath with a family whose house served as a makeshift inn, where they found lodging that was cheap and sometimes even free of charge. On Friday evening and Saturday morning, they joined the congregation in the tradesmen’s synagogue, softly murmuring their prayers, and as evening fell, they seated themselves at the end of a long table in the same synagogue, munching dried herring tails with a crust of koyletch. Often, they cracked walnuts, sipped strong slivovitz, and hummed old, wordless songs at that shaloshudes meal, the third of the Sabbath, provided by one of the synagogue’s trustees. And in the evening, after a hurried maariv and havdalah prayer and the song of parting from Queen Sabbath, recited when they could see at least three stars clearly in the deep blue sky, the Jewish bargemen returned to the riverbank and shook hands with the Romanian bargemen. For they too had come down from Leordina, Petrova, and Poienile de sub Munte to moor their rafts, tethering them to the same knotty willow stumps before going to spend their Sunday in the village. After which they unmoored their rafts and went on their way, down the Tisza…

In the place named Ciarda, or Cheblițe, in the valley between the river Tisza and the hill, all along the main road, there lived a hundred and twenty Jewish families, who earned their bread, which was not always daily bread, from many different occupations: there were numerous woodcutters, one carter, and five porters, who early each morning hung a thick sack across their chests and one over their backs and set off to the loading ramp of Sighet station, where they filled them with flour or firewood or whatever need to be loaded and unloaded from the freight cars; there were seekers of work or simply seekers of bread, vagrants who set out on Sunday with an empty bag and returned on Friday having filled it with dry crusts and a greater or lesser quantity of those small grey coins with a hole in the middle; there were also five or six cattle traders, who sweated and grew hoarse on market days; and then there were four grocers, three butchers, two cobblers, two poor tailors, two carpenters, and a blacksmith.

Well, it is of that blacksmith that I wish to tell you a tale: Schmiel the Blacksmith, as he was called, since nobody in the village could remember his surname. And I also wish to tell you the tale of Rifka, his wife, and of their children, whose number nobody knew for sure, since they came into the world and grew up like the grass, like the weeds, like the flowers…

The house of Schmiel the Blacksmith was at the meeting of the ways, where the country road that led to Sighet met the path that led up into the forest. It was a small cottage, painted dark blue, with a porch and two rooms. Behind the house was a field with a shed for a cow, and behind the shed there was a vegetable patch. The smithy was an extension on one side of the house: two log walls adjoining the firewall, roofed with shingles, with an opening that rested on two slender poles of fir. Between these poles was a post for tethering the horses waiting their turn to be shod, which would wait patient and resigned, slowly chewing the hay their masters put before them. Beneath the shingle roof there was also a bench: an old, cracked plank on which the horses’ owners sat, filling their pipes with cheap shag tobacco, slowly smoking and exchanging a word or two with the blacksmith. Inside, within the smithy, by the wall at the back, were the brick furnace, with its bellows of old patched leather, the anvil, which rested on a thick stump, hammers and tongs, iron hoops and bars in the corner – all of it black with soot.

Schmiel the Blacksmith was a short, well-built man with hair as black as pitch, cropped short beneath a greasy cap, with a tangled black beard that framed a toil-worn face. The skin of his face was like parchment, yellow, leathery, scored by deep wrinkles, covered in soot, so much so that it looked as if it had been drawn in ink by a master’s hand. The soot never left those wrinkles, even though every Friday afternoon Schmiel went to the mikve, the communal bath, where first he entered the sauna, climbing to the highest bench and mercilessly lashing himself with the whisk, after which he went to the pool, where he thrice immersed himself before climbing back out, his soul clean, lighter, at peace. But before this ritual immersion, standing up to his chest in the warm, cloudy water of the mikve, he would exchange a few words with the other Jews from the village, asking about bread, children, health, the affairs of the community, the village, the country, the world. After this, he closed his eyes and mouth, pinched his nose between finger and thumb, and submerged himself thrice in succession. Having returned home, he would put on his best clothes in order to greet the Sabbath in the proper way. And until the evening of the next day the smithy, horses, horseshoes, hammer, anvil no longer existed; nothing else existed.

On Friday evening and Saturday morning, he went to the tradesmen’s synagogue and murmured prayers that he intuited sooner than understood. At home, after the meal, he would doze in his chair and sing snatches of hymns he had heard but not understood, for he had not studied very long at the heyder, since from a very early age he had been closely acquainted with toil for a living. And this was one of his secret sorrows: he could spell out the letters of the words in books, but he didn’t understand them.

The folk in the village knew his habits. If a horseshoe happened to fall off on the Sabbath, the peasant would take the horse to the smithy without calling to Schmiel to come out of the house, he would tether it to the post beneath the roof of the lean-to smithy, place a sack of hay before it and, going about his business, leave it there to wait on its own. And the horse would wait patiently, slowly chewing the hay; it would wait until the three stars appeared in the deep blue sky. And the horse’s owner would look up at the sky and count the stars, to know when he could go to fetch his freshly shod horse.

For, on Saturday evening, after he counted at least three stars in the sky, Schmiel would pour slivovitz in a little glass, to the brim, ready to pour it over the corner of the table, that the week, the coming week, might be full. Rifka, his wife, would light two candles, which she gave to one of the smaller of their sons, to hold them up as high as he could, that the week, the coming week, might be luminous. And Schmiel would take the little glass in his sinewy hand and solemnly recite the prayer of parting from the Sabbath, and then he would drink half the strong slivovitz and pour the rest of the glass over the corner of the table; he would take the two candles from the boy’s hand and extinguish them by dipping them in the slivovitz on the table, and the liquor would catch fire, burning with a translucent blue flame, lighting up the happy faces of those standing around: Schmiel, Rifka, their seven children, or eight, or nine, who knows now how many. And Schmiel would sing ‘Hamavdil,’ the old hymn of bidding the Sabbath farewell, whose words he didn’t really understand, but which he had heard sung exactly the same way by his father, who had heard them from his grandfather, who had herd them from his great-grandfather, and so on. And the whole family, Rifka and the sons and daughters, would hum along.

After the final strains of the hymn died away, the spell was broken and everything returned to normal. Schmiel quickly put on his work clothes, his leather apron, and would go to the smithy to shoe the horse of Gheorghe the Trusty’s son, or the horse of Ion the Drummer’s son – for he recognised the horse of every man in the village and neighbouring villages – while Rifka worked the bellows with her foot, rhythmically pumping her leg up and down. She was a small, thin, lively woman, and to lend more weight to the bellows, she would stamp as hard as she could, as if she were dancing a jig on the narrow wooden handle. And when she felt herself beginning to tire, she would press her hand on the knee of the leg pumping the bellows.

And Schmiel would grip the red-hot iron with the tongs, he would hammer it on the anvil, beating and shaping a beautiful horseshoe, the perfect, most comfortable fit for the horse…

And the sparks would dance and flash…

The smithy wasn’t Schmiel’s only trade, although it was his main occupation, from which he earned his daily bread. But when there wasn’t work to do shoeing horses or fitting hoops to the wheel of some cart, Schmiel would mow hay on the hills around the village. He was a mower of renown, and when he spat in his palms and grasped the handles of the scythe, when he felled broad swaths of hay, few were those who could keep up with him.

Likewise, pumping the smithy bellows was far from being his wife Rifka’s only occupation. Or even the most important one. On her small head, always tied with the same brown, sun-faded scarf, and on her thin, bony shoulders, she bore a host of cares, large and small. Keeping the house clean, washing the clothes, darning the socks, hoeing and weeding the garden, cooking the food for her husband and the seven or eight or however many children there were. And above all, taking care of the cow. The cow had to be groomed, fed, and milked twice a day. And every day the milk had to be taken to market in the town of Sighet.

Rifka woke up at the crack of dawn, before anybody else in the house, she lit the fire in the hearth, she set the pot of beans or potatoes to boil on the iron hob, and then she shouldered the bag with the two jugs of milk and set off to Sighet. At around midday she would return from the town with the empty jugs and a few pennies tightly knotted in her handkerchief; she would dish out the food, which had boiled in the meantime, ladling it into the tin plates, and they would all eat heartily.

This is what she did every working day that the Lord gave her on this earth.

Once only did things happen differently and the tale of Rifka’s misadventure was told in the village ever thereafter.

One morning, she was on the way to market in Sighet with the jugs of milk when all of a sudden, she came to a stop, affrighted. And she began to rack her brains. She had lit the fire in the hearth, that was for sure… She had placed the pot of water on the hob, that was for sure… But she couldn’t remember whether or not she had tossed the beans in the water. Would she arrive back home at midday and find food to put on the table for her husband and children? She didn’t know what to do or how to rescue the situation.

Downcast and anxious, she met Sura-Beile, a neighbour, who was on her way home after selling a few eggs in town.

‘Sura-Beile, my dear, you’ll never guess what’s happened… please go to my house and throw a handful of beans in the pot!’

The neighbour promised to do as she said and so Rifka went on her way, reassured. But after a little while, she was overcome with uneasiness once more. ‘Does Sura-Beile have nothing else to worry about except my pot?’ she thought to herself, By the time she gets home, she’ll have forgotten. And if not, once she gets home, she’ll be so busy with her children and her hens that she’ll forget about my pot, in which there’s nothing but water cooking…

She then met Malke, the grocer’s wife.

‘Dear Malke, God placed you in my path, you’ll never guess what’s happened… As soon as you get home, go and throw a handful of beans in my pot!’

Malke promised her she would and Rifka went on her way, at peace. But not for very long. That Malke, as soon as she gets home, I can see her now, she’ll have to tend to the customers in her shop, one will be wanting a pound of salt, another a bottle of cooking oil, another a pair of laces… She’ll forget all about my pot, in which water is boiling with nothing in it…

Then she saw Haya, the daughter of Hersch-Leib the carter, on her way home in her two-horse cart.

‘Haya, dear, if you hold God in your soul, go straight to my house and toss a handful of beans in the pot over the fire!’

Haya promised her she would, but Rifka had walked no more than a few paces before she felt uneasy once more. That Haya is like a boy, Hersch-Leib doesn’t have any sons, just four daughters, and that girl is the eldest, so she’s like ten sons to him. She’ll arrive home, unharness the horses, give them their oats, bring them a bucket of water, curry them, and then she’ll have to harness them again in a hurry, so that she can take the cart to the woods to fetch firewood… And that wretched pot will carry on boiling pointlessly, with nothing but water in it…

And so the smith’s wife asked another two or three women from the village to throw beans in her pot after that.

At midday, Rifka arrived home all in a rush, with her empty jugs and a few pennies tightly tied in her handkerchief, and with fear in her soul.

On the hob the pot was bubbling away, full to overbrimming with beans. And that day her husband and children ate their fill as they never had before…

Trees grow slowly, but grass grows quickly. Weeds and flowers grow quickly, too. But it’s as if nothing grows more quickly than a daughter. Barely do her parents have time to take a breath and look around than she has grown up, her body has filled out, and she’s ready to be married off.

And so it was with the daughters of Schmiel the Blacksmith. Not one of them presented the slightest difficulty. They didn’t have dowries, they didn’t have trousseaus, they weren’t choosy, and their parents weren’t picky. Young men appeared over the horizon, they went out with the girls for a time, and then they got married, as naturally as could be, as naturally as the sun rising in the morning, as naturally as rain falling from a cloud or as the wind blowing.

The eldest daughter, Sara, married a young man by the name of Nahum Herschovitch, from the neighbouring village of Sarasău, who struggled to make a living at first, trying his hand at all kinds of trades, from porter to hawker of shoelaces, before learning to be a tinsmith in Sighet, after which he went to try his luck in a large town where he worked on galvanised tin roofs and roofs treated with red lead, and where he made gutters and drainpipes. The second eldest daughter, Reizel, married a boy from Borscha, the son of poor but hardworking folk. The young Reizel and Mendel Steinberg lived in the house of his parents, who had a bakery, or rather an old oven in their kitchen, where they baked fresh loaves every night, which they sold in the morning to the tavern keepers from the village and the neighbouring villages. On Friday evening, they put their neighbours’ clay pots of bean dish, csolent, in the hot oven and took them out on Saturday afternoon, done to a turn. And that was how they earned a modest living, day by day…

It never crossed the mind of either Schmiel or Rifka to oppose any of their daughters’ marriages; it never crossed their minds for even an instant to want any other son-in-law than the one allotted to them by the Lord Above.

This was why the amazement of the whole family and all the people in the village and the neighbouring villages was all greater when Schmiel opposed his third daughter’s marriage. And he opposed it with a stubbornness of which nobody could have imagined him capable.

The young man was from Remeți, another village on the Tisza, the son of poor, upstanding farmers. True, the lad didn’t profess any trade in particular, but nor had Schmiel’s other sons-in-law when they married, although afterward they had managed to make a living for themselves. But that wasn’t the sticking point. Haim, the son of Moishe-Yankel from Remeți, was, after all, a good, big-hearted, hard-working lad skilled at everything from doing the laundry and keeping the house clean, from tending the apple orchard to chopping firewood, in a word, a lad ‘for both Kiddush and Havdalah,’ as they say. And to top it all, he was handsome, tall and as strong as a pine tree.

But Schmiel the Blacksmith wouldn’t hear of him. Not for the life of him. And the reason quickly revealed itself: for Hana he wanted a man of letters, a learned man, a talmid-hohem. If he didn’t have any book learning, then let at least one of his sons-in-law be a learned man. And with which daughter had he hoped to achieve this if not with Hana?

In truth, Hana was the most beautiful of his daughters. Slim, dark-eyed, with arched eyebrows and thick black wavy hair. Not that you could say that her young suitor didn’t know anything at all. Moshe-Yankel’s son Chaim had studied at the heyder school in Remeți for a short time, he had done a little ‘humesh and Rashi’ – Torah and commentaries – but truth be told, when it came to those huge tomes with the tiny letters in the margins, the ghemarah and tosafot, he didn’t know a single thing.

The two youngsters were in love, and so they were devastated. They met in secret, at the bottom of the garden; wandered like lunatics in the middle of the day, pale-faced, wild-eyed. They lost their appetites for food, work, life. Something had to be done. And so in secret, the lad’s parents took counsel with Rifka, the girl’s mother, and with other relatives from the two villages, and they decided to take the case to Reb Motl, the shadkhan from Sighet, to let him try to persuade the stubborn Schmiel to do something, in the name of God, because otherwise nobody else would be able to do anything and it would end in tragedy…

Reb Motl-shadkhan was a mediator by profession and his fame was well deserved. He was small and hunchbacked, he had lost the sight of his left eye, and his beard was a flaming red, but his mouth worked like well-oiled clockwork and he had a piercing mind: you could never gainsay him because he always agreed with whatever you said, but even so, you always found yourself adopting whatever it was that he advised.

And so Reb Motl-shadkhan arrived one evening to talk to Schmiel the Blacksmith. They sat at the table, each drinking a tot of strong slivovitz.

‘He’s a good boy, well-behaved,’ began the shadkhan.

‘Yes.’

‘He’s hardworking, industrious.’

‘Yes! Nobody is saying he isn’t.’

‘His family are decent folk.’

‘Yes, there’s no denying it.’

‘Then what have you got against him?’ blurted Reb Motl-shadkhan angrily.

‘He’s got no book learning!’

‘No book learning? No book learning, you say? How do you know that, reb Schmiel, how do you know he has no book learning?’ bristled reb Motl.

‘All right, maybe he has a little, he knows his ‘humesh and Rashi,’ but he doesn’t know anything from those big books! He doesn’t know the ghemarah! He doesn’t know the toisefes!’

‘Vey, vey, vey,’ said the shadkhan, shaking his head. ‘A great sin to speak ill of somebody so blameless…’

‘A sin? Blameless?’ said Schmiel the Blacksmith, taking fright.

‘That’s right, because he’s a modest lad, he doesn’t show off, he doesn’t boast… What, did you see it written on his nose that he doesn’t have any book learning? What if I, Reb Motl-shadkhan, tell you that he knows how to study the ghemarah and the toisefes? And what if he comes here and reads you a page from the Talmud-Bavli, what will you say then?’

‘Then… then… I’ll see… we’ll see…’ stammered Schmiel evasively, and regarded him sceptically, as if he were a man who must be joking.

But Reb Motl stood up, as if he were personally offended, and said harshly, imperiously, ‘Then know you, Reb Schmiel, that next week, on Thursday evening, I shall come here with Moshe-Yankl’s son Chaim, and here in your house, here at this table, here in front of you, he will read to you a page from the Talmud.’

No sooner said than done. The shadkhan – not an empty-headed man, for he himself could decipher those big books with the tiny letters in the margins quite well – took the young Chaim home with him, chose a nice passage from the Talmud, from the Shabbat Tractate, and set about teaching him how to read and translate it: Tanu Rabanan… our elders taught us… khadan et khavero lekaf zekhut, danim oto bizkhut… he who judges his neighbour for the good will himself be judged for the good…

The young man visited the shadkhan a number of times, he had a good head, but he also strove very hard, he knew what he stood to lose and what he stood to gain. And so the next week, on the Thursday evening, Reb Motl-shadkhan arrived at the house of Schmiel Blacksmith with a large ghemarah tucked under his arm, followed by Moshe-Yankl’s son Chaim from Remeți.

The light of the lamp hanging from the ceiling beam fell directly on the fresh white tablecloth laid by Rifka. Around the table reb Motl-shadkhan, the young Chaim, and Schmiel the Blacksmith took their places. Rikfa stood back, next to the seated children, silently waiting in the half-shadows near the freshly-whitewashed stove. And Hana sat hidden behind her mother, her eyes moist with emotion, voicelessly mouthing the prayer she had composed in her mind.

Reb Motl-shadkhan solemnly laid the huge ghemarah in front of the young man, who opened it, and Motl’s face turned as white as chalk in fear… How could he have done such a thing? Instead of the Shabbat Tractate, he had brought a different tome, and not just any tome, but the Gitin Tractate, the one about divorce… An ill omen… All was now lost! For the first time in his life, Motl-shadkhan had blundered, and he alone was to blame. Such a blunder, such carelessness. He felt like banging his head against the wall, nothing less.

But the young man, after casting him a fugitive glance, lowered his eyes to the open book and in a clear, singsong voice, following the written lines with his eyes, he read:

‘Tanu Rabanan… our elders teach us… khadan et khavero lekaf zekhut… he who judges his neighbour for the good… danim oto lezekhut… he too will be judged for the good…’

‘What a good boy!’ reb Motl said to himself with a sigh of relief. ‘He learned the passage by heart, word for word!’
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